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Preface

SCOPE OF PROJECT
Reckless Anxiety will focus on fourteen short stories that have characters who all suffer
from some form of mental illness, compulsion or disorder. The title is itself a paradox, because
anxiety in its general sense could make someone with it more cautious than normal. I wanted to
take it to an extreme level and approach writing with the recklessness of an artist afraid of what
could happen should he ever stop moving or stop dancing.

PROJECT BACKGROUND
Before I started developing my thesis, as a writer I felt as if I was on a path with only one
direction. In the periphery, I could see that there were other Latin@ authors and poets that had
been charting out the map and making incredible inroads into the literary world. I felt
disconnected to that, as if those paths were meant for someone else. I had, however, made
inroads myself into different venues of writing. I had been a journalist in high school and in
college and had adapted those lessons into my professional career. But for writing on my spare
time, that process started changing when I enrolled at the University of Texas at El Paso’s Online
Master of Fine Arts in Creative Writing. Before that, my biggest hangup as a writer was being
genre-stricken—that is, sticking to either sci-fi or fantasy. Once I started at UTEP, I started a
process that made me appreciate, learn, and breathe literary fiction.
Writing short stories is a process that, for me, begins first and foremost with writing
poetry. In my poetry, I use both image and line to the best of my ability to describe things around
me. As a poet, I find something specific that calls to me, whether it is a building off of Houston’s
Southwest Freeway, a particularly strong emotion at the closing of a Waldenbooks in
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Brownsville, or seeing two complete strangers dance the night away in a country western club.
Then I scribble a page or two about that particular moment on a notepad that tends to be on my
person most of the time. I then wait a week before transferring the physical notes into digital ink,
where it then sits in a designated “crockpot” folder. Here, my ideas stew for one more week
while I initiate other projects. Once the week passes, I re-open my project and determine whether
or not the poem is ready. I have found that waiting several weeks to truly determine the worth of
a poem rather than trying to perfect a poem in one sitting, and to view that poem with new
clarity, has allowed me to greatly improve my poetic talents. If it is ready, then it is saved and
kept in a folder for submissions. If it is not, then I set the poem aside in another folder and
cannibalize the imagery for something else, or perhaps for future edits. Within this graveyard of
incomplete poetry I can see if there is a connection or enough substance and enough imagery to
go deeper. This makes up the first component of my fiction process. The other component
involves having all that occur inside my own mind, everything from the initial draft to
determining the worth or potential of a creative project. The union of these two processes is what
allowed the birth of Reckless Anxiety as my thesis.

A FOUNDATION IN SHORT STORY AND LITERARY FICTION
My foray into writing began with fanfiction—derivative works of established pieces.
Fanfiction became the gateway drug into speculative fiction, particularly fantasy and science
fiction. Authors like K.A. Applegate, Tom Clancy, Dan Abnett, Harry Turtledove, William King,
George R.R. Martin, Joe Haldeman, Robert Heinlein, Naomi Novik, John Scalzi, Bernard
Cornwell, Jim Butcher and Brandon Sanderson proved to be a great inspiration for a budding
young author. I knew I wanted to write a high fantasy epic, and my dream was to have my name
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sandwiched in bookstores between Anne Rice and John Scalzi. That was the narrative I wanted
to follow. Somewhere along that path, I ended up at UTEP’s Online MFA in Creative Writing
program. It was this event that changed my entire narrative in terms of what I could and should
be writing beyond the scope of genre fiction. I will be the first to admit that I was a little
apprehensive about breaking out of my comfort zone when it came to writing, but I am thankful
that it happened. Once I took my first classes that summer—advanced fiction and advanced
poetry workshops with Professors Chacón and Pimentel—I enlightened to what literature could
be instead of what I had feared it was. For instance, I had the fear that it was all about stories
that, as some have joked, featured young men in the Northeast staring out the window and
thinking about their relationship with their mother.
It was in classes under professor Chacón where I discovered the concept of duende. I was
drawn to the idea that there could be an alternate source of inspiration that went beyond what
Christians identified as being “moved by the Holy Spirit” or inspired by a muse or an angel.
Duende, as Lorca defines in the Theory and Play of the Duende, is:
Those dark sounds…the mystery, the roots that cling to the mire that we all know,
that we all ignore, but from which comes the very substance of art. ‘Dark sounds’
said this man of the Spanish people, agreeing with Goethe, who in speaking of
Paganini hit on a definition of the ‘duende’: ‘A mysterious force that everyone
feels and no philosopher has explained (Lorca, 5).
Finally, I had clarity on a concept of art that I believe many of us are familiar with on an
unconscious level, but few are blessed enough to learn it and use it as fuel for their own creative
processes. We are all driven by an innate darkness, as there is always a darkness to accompany
the light. While an individual may be moved by the lighter forms of art, the beauty of a painting
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for example, there is always that undercurrent of the darkness of the author, of the history, of the
country that serves as an undercurrent for both the way the painting is interpreted and the way
the viewer feels. We create because we feel this darkness, and we want to understand it, share it,
rationalize it, and feed off of it.
As someone who struggles with a mental disorder, I learned that this duende thrives in
that struggle and in general conflict. Lorca even elaborated on this, stating in his text that, “With
idea, sound, gesture the duende delights in struggling freely with the creator on the edge of the
pit. Angel and Muse flee, with violin and compasses, and the duende wounds, and in trying to
heal that wound that never heals, lies the strangeness, the inventiveness of a man’s work” (Lorca,
17). This is a concept I believe is unknowingly understood in a lot of creative circles. There is a
concert venue in Houston where I have seen my favorite bands play, and on the back wall there
is a Picasso quote: “Every act of creation is first and foremost an act of destruction.” It is that
conflict that fuels in the author or artist a need to comprehend the demons of his own mind.
Without that contrast of light and dark and that pain at the edge of his pit, perhaps his art as we
know it would not exist.
Learning about and actualizing the concept of duende made me take a look at my process
in a brand new light. What if there was something else driving my poetry? Until this point I had
always assumed what I wrote was what I wrote simply due to a particular observation, or
because of no other reason than my borderline-masochistic enjoyment of the creative process.
There was always a sense of something calling, something wanting to be unleashed hidden in the
lines of my poems that I had never identified. I wanted to embrace what Edward Hirsch in The
Demon and the Angel associates with “the spirit of earth, with visible anguish, irrational desire,
demonic enthusiasm, and a fascination with death. … An erotic form of dark inspiration”
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(Hirsch, 10). These are the reasons we are fascinated with dark dramas that make us feel, even
when the subject is morbid. We enjoy films, songs, books that gut us emotionally and show us
the dark side of humanity that we can all identify with when we are alone and deep within
ourselves. Once I identified that potential ally and opened myself up to my own demons, I knew
that there was a message I could deliver. At this point in my writing career as both a student and
an author, I had a dilemma. I had not fully let myself go into that realm of duende and my own
undercurrent of darkness prior to joining the MFA program. Until this turning point in my MFA
career I still had the mentality of a genre writer wary of the world of high-brow fiction, and still
believed all I needed to do was tell a story through a fantastical epic without a second thought to
the process or meaning behind it. But once I became more and more in-tune with the concept of
duende and the impact it could have, I was awakened to the notion that there were so many
things I wanted to write and work through within myself that I knew I couldn’t mask behind a
veil of sword and sorcery.
Thankfully, this presented a better challenge of my skills as a writer. Prior to this
moment, when it came to writing genre fiction, my solution to writer’s block would be to travel
to another land and get myself so caught up in world-building that any writing that could
potentially be done would stagnate. Yet when it came to writing short stories, I found that not
only could I convey different messages, but I could also develop as a writer by not falling into
the crutch that genre fiction once gave me. This realization about fiction and myself forced me to
hone my craft and to truly understand both the purpose behind what it was I wished to say, and
myself.
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AESTHETIC CONSIDERATIONS – MENTAL ILLNESS
Short stories may be the medium of this project, but it is mental illness that formed the
inspiration. Mental health care in the United States is in a deplorable state. It is shameful that
going to a psychiatrist runs people upwards of $80 for a fifteen-minute appointment, and that is
often after insurance has paid a large portion of your meeting. The conditions of long-term
mental health care and inpatient facilities are the stuff of nightmares, often accompanied by the
realities of little to no funding and a complete lack of government care. The stigmatization of
mental illness, particularly those illnesses seen as less commonplace and less understood than
run-of-the-mill depression or anxiety, is shameful for where I believe we should be in 2015. Few
people understand Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, Bipolar Depression, Schizophrenia, or
personality disorders and may even be oblivious to the fact that they often interact with
individuals with these diagnoses on a daily basis. I have even had conversations with some
individuals who treat those with mental illness as if they carry a highly contagious virus.
In addition to my experiences with Americans regarding their beliefs about mental health
and mental healthcare, this project was also primarily inspired by the stigmatization I observed
during my childhood spent growing up in Mexico. In Mexico, these things were not discussed
openly, if at all. Rather, there were two kinds of people in the world: gente normal and locos.
Those who suffered and the mental health professionals who helped them were not afforded even
the most basic dignity and respect. Going to therapy was going to see la loquera. This stigma
was often paired with an unmentionable misogyny; though it was frowned upon for anyone to be
open about their mental illness(es), if it was acceptable for anyone to experience emotional
issues, that acceptance was limited to women. Men growing up in our machista culture were
forbidden from expressing emotions or fear. I grew up in a culture where true men cannot cry or
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suffer, that suffering from something wrong with your head or from sadness made you weak or
effeminate. This unfortunately leads to generation after generation of young boys growing up
with little to no understanding of what mental illness is, and should they receive a diagnosis in
the rare chance they seek help, they are left meeting their own disorders with fear, bewilderment,
and shame. For myself and my own Attention Deficit Disorder diagnosis, I could not be expected
to come up with a convincing answer to why I could ace tests and read through over two dozen
books a year but yet somehow be a B and C student because I couldn’t remember to turn in
homework on time. The unasked question was: “Are you lazy or stupid?” and the truth is that
even though I knew in my heart I was neither, I still had no idea how to deal with the crippling
nature of symptoms. Even as an adult, I have lost jobs and opportunities due to my inability to
keep focus on a particular task for longer than 10 minutes at a time. I carried a fear and shame
with me for years, feeling as if this disorder that I knew I had somehow made me weak,
especially when I observed so many “normal” people accomplish tasks that I found extremely
difficult.
However, in time I observed my peers and also saw that I was not the only one dealing
with identical or comparable types of wounds that would just not heal. I would see friends and
loved ones deal with anxiety, with body dysmorphia, with depression, and I saw in them the
same anguish I was in, calling out for help but too afraid of what they might learn and what it
meant for how they viewed themselves. This is why I hope that Reckless Anxiety could be a
beacon of hope for those who are stuck in that in-between of a need for help and a feeling of
shame. I hope it serves to remind them that what they are feeling is real and is normal and it is
okay to get the assistance they need. I wanted to bring this duende to them and give them a
listening ear. Bring to my brothers and sisters the knowledge that even though our brains are
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wired different and have different chemistry than people who do not suffer from these things, we
are still regular people. This is why I chose characters with less black-and-white moral
compasses. I wanted my stories to be realistic, not idealistic, as we humans are often drawn to
idealism for comfort and escape. There is basis for the comedic and the tragic in Aristotle’s
Poetics. Comedy, for instance, is defined as:
An imitation of persons worse than the average. Their badness, however, does not
extend to the point of utter depravity; rather, ridiculousness is a particular form of
the shameful and may be described as the kind of error and unseemliness that is
not painful or destructive. Thus, to take a ready example, the comic mask is
unseemly and distorted but expresses no pain (Aristotle, 49).
Comedy serves as a contrast to the undercurrent of duende that we all experience, relieving us of
the pressure of everyday life. Meanwhile, tragedy is contingent on striking that balance between
good and evil men encountering tragedy: “We are left with the man whose place is between these
extremes. Such is the man who on the one hand is not pre-eminent in virtue and justice, and yet
on the other hand does not fall into misfortune through vice or depravity, but falls because of
some mistake” (57). Through this project, I want people to, perhaps, recognize themselves or
loved ones in the characters and, through that empathic identification, initiate a dialogue with the
intent to start changing how we approach mental illness.

CHARACTERS AND INSPIRATION
Because I write with the duende sitting firmly on my left shoulder, I do not want my
characters to be avatars or happy-go-lucky Hollywood-endings. I want to give them very human,
very real flaws that readers can both appreciate and relate to without the feeling that I as the
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author am casting judgment on them for their biological “weaknesses.” Following that, these
characters are real because they are as much figments of my imagination as they are people I
have known, people I have loved, and people I have cared about. And when it is not people, it is
particular events in my life that have provided me the impetus or the stories.

FORMAT OF MANUSCRIPT
I have divided the stories into three divisions: anxieties, obsessions, and the surreal. Each
of these categories encompasses a representation of mental disorders or disordered tendencies.
The disorders featured in Reckless Anxiety are generalized anxiety disorder, depression,
pathological obsession, obsessive-compulsive disorder, attention deficit disorder, sociopathy,
addiction, and body dysmorphia.
Reckless Anxiety is divided into three sections: Obsessions, where we are exposed to how
the particular pathologies of the characters affect others around them. We see these pathologies
in the stalker-like behavior and the delusions of the protagonist in “Conversations with Tiffany”;
in how one man’s obsession with activism and making a name for himself leads him to forsake
his entire career in “The Hard-hitting Questions”; in the way addiction has driven away the
people closest to the main character in “Glass Memories”; and in the pathological sociopathy of
one woman in “Coffeehouse Anarchism”, who burns the goodwill she receives from her closest
friend who struggles with his own feelings of co-dependency.
In Anxieties, the narrative focuses more on the individual suffering from the mental
disorder and how they can at times feel invisible to the outside world. In “Huizache” we see a
person going through a packed Ikea despite suffering from agoraphobia. In “You Are What You
Eat” and “A swimmer, drowning” we see a teller at his local Barnes and Noble and a high school
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girl struggle with body dysmorphia. There are two characters with OCD: one of them is in
“Halogen Eyes”, where the main character suffers with a crippling counting obsession, and
becomes lost to the compulsions he utilizes to feel “normal”; the other obsessive-compulsive
character is in “Anxious Love”, and she suffers from a relationship-centered obsession often
identified in therapy circles as “relationship-OCD”. We also see the trappings of ADD affect the
main character in “Life When You Have Multiple Windows Open”. We also see how crippling
anxiety can be in “Endless Forms Most Innocent”. There are some characters I wanted to
villainize as much as I could and reiterate that people who suffer from mental disorders can be
just as likeable and unlikeable as normal people. These are people who could have a face to the
audience: A face to the cousin who is an addict. A face to a former coworker whose erratic
behavior confused them. A face to a bullet dodged or the fading scars on the right wrist,
horizontal in order to bleed, but not bleed out. In a sense, I feel that in Obsessions, the
protagonists are themselves the antagonists. I intersperse stories from Obsessions and Anxieties
because at the end of this, I want the reader to determine how they can associate (or even
disassociate) themselves from the protagonist. I find that this could illustrate the day-to-day
struggle of people with mental illness.
At a job interview for my current position, my boss asked me a typical hiring question
that a lot of potential hires get asked: “What would you say is the greatest challenge you have
faced in the last few years?” I stated that it was a constant battle with ADD. Some days I won,
some days I didn’t, but most days, I was just happy that I could settle for a simple cessation of
hostilities between the two warring parties that could only be settled with six-to-eight hours of
merciful unconsciousness. This is why I strive to expose the duality to each character in the
stories. While in the stories in Obsessions I ramped up the sometimes-ridiculous nature of the

10

events, in the stories featured in Anxieties I switched gears and made the characters
almost…boring. I feel that it is this “too-normal” setting makes the characters particularly
interesting because they are as human as human can get. There are no manic pixie dream girls in
these stories.
This leads to the third and final division of Reckless Anxiety, that of the Surreal. Three
stories that hover between the pathologies described in obsessions and anxieties. The stories in
this division are a reflection of our anxieties and how each individual struggles sometimes to
make sense of what is real and what is not. The stories here are paradoxically question marks and
declarative statements. In “If” we deal with the phantom of post-traumatic stress disorder,
representing what is unsaid as much what is said. In “The Ritual” a character travels through
time and the imagination, a reflection of our anxieties and the battle to make the separation in our
heads as to what is real and what is just white noise in our heads. Finally there is “Chamber
Music for a Weekend Out”, an ode to detached reflection, a feeling of being inside another
person’s body in the plain normality of a weekend out.

TECHNICAL DIFFICULTIES
The key struggle when writing about mental illness is giving mental disorders justice by
not cheapening or misinterpreting what someone struggles. For myself, I can speak only from a
personal basis about ADD. For every other disease, even though I may have had an experience
with it from an outsider’s perspective, I had to make sure that I treated these issues with the
proper respect. It is easy to glamourize mental illness as a trope or to paint every character as
long-suffering, and I wanted to avoid that. It was Cesar A. Cruz that said, “Art should comfort
the disturbed and disturb the comfortable.” Getting to that point has been the most outstanding of
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the technical difficulties, but I did my best to overcome this by remembering to be honest. I
know that in the dance with the duende I am in darkness, the duende’s own “special province”
(Hirsch, 91), and I must have delicate balance with it because I want to solicit an honest and
visceral reaction from people. This is my way of holding up a two-way mirror to other sufferers
and myself with the hope that my arms do not falter and the mirror breaks. In essence, there is
always a degree of difficulty interpreting mental illness and giving it a mass-market appeal or
relatability to the audience. But the characters have been there, the literature has been there, and
it is up to the particular context. Suanna H. Davis, an English professor out of Abilene Christian
University, uses short stories to introduce the ideas of mental illness to her class:
Nineteenth century authors particularly made the topic part of their corpus of
ideas, Americans just as readily as European authors. Louisa May Alcott, for
example, wrote: Work: A Story of Experience in chapter five of which a family
finds out that their family is prone to mental illness. Different members of the
family offer various responses to this news, ranging from committing suicide to
joining the priesthood (4).
In this approach, Davis uses the duration of a semester to introduce these stories to her students
and show how mental illness and literature have gone in hand for quite some time. She
elaborates:
I want the students to understand that these stories did not appear in a vacuum.
The scientific community had gone through several phases in its approach to
mental illness, including permanent incarceration and abandonment in lunatic
asylums in which patients were chained to beds and bathed by having cold water
tipped onto their heads (Gamwell and Tomes) (6).
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Like Davis, my stories provide a means to look at mental illness in a new light. In this endeavor,
I would hope that each story serves as a springboard for an audience to research further. I believe
that there also could be an element in the stories that can be used in classrooms to increase
mental health awareness in young people. Don Gallo, in “Bold Books for Teenagers: Why Not
Short?” states that “because an entire short story can be read in less than one class period, there
is time to discuss it immediately, which you can't do with a whole novel” (Gallo, 111). In the
Reckless Anxiety endeavor, fourteen short stories taken as fourteen different lessons could serve a
great deal in terms of beginning a dialogue on how we perceive mental illness in our society.

CRITICAL ASSESSMENT OF THE PROCESS
My only experience with the thesis-writing process had been in 2012 and I was in my
first year of my graduate career at UTEP. I would study and spend time with a friend who was
preparing for her own thesis defense in the field of Radio, Television, and Film through the
University of North Texas. I remember the back and forth emails she would show me and the
constant pained look as she stared at the computer screen while holding her head up with her
hands. My process has not gone like this, mercifully, and although the back and forth emails and
the phone calls during mutually busy days did take place, I never felt the frustration I had once
thought I would experience as part of the thesis itself. I believe a big part of this is thanks to my
own background in journalism, both in college as one of the editors for the UTB/TSC Collegian
and more recently as a freelance journalist. I was ready for the constructive criticism and I was
ready for the deadlines that I knew would be part of the writing, editing and publishing process
from here on out. As a graduate student, I approached my thesis the same way I approached the
beats and stories I had to cover as a journalist: Study, write, edit, and edit again. I cannot turn
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that part of me off, but what I can do is get my satisfaction with the project at a 95% level
because this is a process that never truly ends. Every sentence, every word, offers me an
opportunity to improve.

FRAMEWORK – BIBLIOGRAPHICAL INFLUENCES
The following have been the most relevant bibliographical influences in Reckless
Anxiety: Sandra Cisneros’ Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories; Daniel Chacón’s
Unending Rooms; Dagoberto Gilb’s Woodcuts of Women; Benjamin Alire Sáenz’s Everything
Begins & Ends at the Kentucky Club; Julio Cortazar’s "The Southern Thruway”; and Oscar
Casares’ Brownsville Stories. A good beginning point would be Casares’ work because if there is
one thing that exemplifies what normality is for me, it was also my connection to the other
authors who have all written stories from or about the borderlands and/or struggles with Latino
identity. Even in this quiet town, where the only place to hang out were a few bars and Sunrise
Mall, there was a storm of uncertainty. A conflict at being stuck between two worlds, two
cultures, two languages, and two personalities. That is the kind of perspective that I wanted to
give my characters. For instance, in “Big Jesse, Little Jesse” the protagonist struggles with
change, struggles without wanting to help himself. His problems are someone else’s, not his
own, a common characteristic when it comes to dealing with mental illness. In Reckless Anxiety,
we see something similar, first with the main character in “Glass Memories” and then through
the eyes of an observer in “Coffeehouse Anarchism”. But it is something worth considering
about this struggle with identity, this sort of othering, as seen in “Chamber Music For A
Weekend Out” about the notion of being so separate and yet so intertwined within a subject.
Whether it is as featured in the story in terms of an evening out or just the general culture of the
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area, the environment is ripe for internal and external conflict. In Gilb’s “The Pillows”, there is a
line that I feel represents this battle succinctly, particularly with the word Hispanic: “Like saying
you were ‘Spanish,’ how they called us years ago, this one implied the light-skinned Iberian
Peninsula too. No one I ever knew in El Paso, Tejas, dark or güero, had a relative from pinche
Spain. These words were a way to avoid saying you had Mexican descent” (Gilb, 61).
From Everything Begins and Ends at the Kentucky Club, there was a particular passage in
“Chasing the Dragon” that helps illustrate what the creative process has been like for me. In this
story, Conrad is a young man trying to find love, meaning, and purpose in his life. But there is an
undercurrent of something darker and deeper in his metaphysical connection to his sister, who
experiences her own share of addictions:
She pulled her hair back over hear ears. “When you get a high. That first hit, that
first fantastic, euphoric hit. It’s the dragon.” He smile on her face, the clenched
fist, almost crazed and yet that look was almost beatific, almost as if she’d seen
the face of God. “You catch the dragon. And the rest of the night, you spend
trying to catch the fucking dragon again. And sometimes you do,” she said.
“Sometimes you do.” She sipped on her coffee. “That’s you, Conrad. That
moment of climax, that fucking climax, those few seconds when you’ve had a
taste of the apocalypse in the touch of another man or another woman. You want
to do it again and again. And the dragon reappears. And after a while, he
disappears and you go looking for him again. And you find another body. And
you find him again, the dragon, and you want to live with him forever, but you
can’t. (Saenz, 187)
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I believe that for people who suffer mental disorders, the dragon is the quest, and the dragon is
the duende, the “dark, shuddering descendent of the happy marble-and-salt demon of Socrates,
whom he angrily scratched on the day Socrates swallowed the hemlock” (Hirsch, 63). There
have been, in the past, several attempts on my end at capturing the dragon through dealing with
beer and whiskey. These attempts failed miserably every time. Even with proper medication, the
grips on the dragon are transitory and constantly escaping. In this thesis, particularly in “Anxious
Love” and “The Hard-hitting Questions” that search for the dragon can be seen. In “Anxious
Love” there’s a glimmer of hope at Lyn having found some form of solace, whereas with “The
Hard-hitting Questions” what has been found is only superficial resolution. We are instead left to
wonder whether or not Trujillo was successful in capturing the dragon as he thought he did. Back
in Gilb’s Woodcuts of Women, there is a thought to art and beauty: “‘Look at it this way,’ I told
Lisita. ‘She’s either an artist or she teaches it. So she loves beauty. She lives for the idea of
beauty. She desires it. Can you see what I’m saying? What other reason to be in art?” (Gilb, 73).
This again ties to the process and the experience and what we can get from it. Trujillo in “The
Hard-hitting Questions” has that desire, but the desire is turned into obsessiveness. Readers will
also note the prevalence of Latino characters in my thesis, and this was completely intentional. I
write what I know, but I also drew inspiration for the non-Latino characters from people I knew.
I wanted the presence of Spanish to be present. I drew inspiration for my Latino characters from
the real life people that helped set a template for the stories and events. I also drew it from
wanting to approach this endeavor as a Latino from the borderlands would approach it. I wanted
the approach to be colored with the brown and festive colors of my culture, writing in English
but feeling in Spanish. Like Cisneros writes in “Bien Pretty”, a “language murmured by
grandmothers, those words that smelled like your house, like four tortillas, and the inside of your

16

daddy’s hat, like everyone talking in the kitchen at the same time, or sleeping with the windows
open” (Cisneros 153).
Finally, in the surreal, I drew my inspiration from Chacón, Julio Cortazar and Jorge Luis
Borges. From Chacón, his influence in Reckless Anxiety’s “Chamber Music for a Weekend Out”
comes from the short story “Hole in the Mountain”. In this story, a writer struggles with giving
life and playing God with a particular character and the problems this brings about: “Now, at his
computer, he pictured the boy slipping, grasping onto the side of the hole, trying to pull himself
up. He didn’t want to lose that boy, because he knew that something good could come out of his
character, his life” (Chacón, 63). In my thesis, I interpret this as both losing the talent and the
losing of innocence underneath the heavy weight of feeling emotionally detached. And in writing
the four components in “Chamber Music…” I take the reader into a shared hive mind that is both
within and without the three people and a narrator. A narrator who sees and feels for innocence
lost, and at the same time is one of the characters experiencing an out of body experience. This
idea of othering has an ancestor in the magic realism of Jorge Luis’ Borges’ “The Other”: “I
believe I have discovered the key to it. The encounter was real, but the other man spoke to me in
a dream, which was why he could forget me; I spoke to him while I was awake, and so I am still
tormented by the memory,” Borges writes. That is what I wanted to represent in the form of the
narrator/coroner section three. This finally leads me to “The Ritual”: After I had written it and
was in the process of editing, I learned about Cortazar’s “The Southern Thruway” and realized
that there were parallels between the soldier and engineer and the parents in “The Ritual” and
how there was a tiny thread connecting multiple stories:
A big white butterfly landed on the Dauphine’s windshield, and the girl and the
engineer admired its wings, spread in brief and perfect suspension while it rested,
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then with acute nostalgia, they watched it fly away over the Taurus and the old
couple’s ID, head toward the Simca, where a hunter’s hand tried vainly to catch it,
wing amiably over the Ariane, where the two farmer seemed to be eating
something, and finally disappear into the night. (Cortazar 8)
“The Ritual” is an attempt at a story nestled between the rational and the irrational to connect to
this magic realism in order to be a vehicle into the unknown fathoms of mental illness. Juanjo
could be just a character, or could be that white butterfly navigating through time, touching
different lives, or merely observing. I also drew some inspiration for this in the form of Cisneros’
“Zapata’s Eyes”, where the main character can experience her own out of body experiences in
order to ever-so-briefly observe and live as her lover, Emiliano Zapata.

CONCLUSION
There is a certain bittersweet air to the characters in Reckless Anxiety, and this goes to the
root of fiction. “It is in action that happiness and unhappiness are found, and the end we aim at is
a kind of activity, not a quality” (Aristotle, 51). Joel, Jonathan, Trujillo, Chelsea, Kimberly,
Ashton, Juan, Lionel, Ella, Jorge, Lyn, Veronica or some of the nameless characters, they are all
involved in the action of seeking their own truth or in the action of chasing the dragon.
Lorca describes that the most impressive effects of the duende “appear in the bullring,
since it must struggle on the one hand with death, which can destroy it, and on the other with
geometry, measure, the fundamental basis of the festival” (Lorca, 19). I have described mental
illness as a constant, ever-present struggle that I deal with, that the characters in Reckless Anxiety
deal with. It becomes something to be dealt with every day, the pull, push and twist that is only
remedied by brief bouts of sleep, and in this fight, as I have tried to illustrate in this thesis, the
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duende is there. The bullfight analogy works perfectly in the context of mental illness and in the
framework of Reckless Anxiety, as the characters are all staring at the bull. This bull is an angry,
bleeding creature eight times the weight of the matador, who has to lock it in the tercio de
muleta, the third of death. It is right here, in this dance, that the duende manifests itself. The only
telling difference is that the tables are slightly turned in this particular reality. Whereas in the
world of bullfights, it is rare for the bull to survive and receive a pardon to live out the rest of its
days in peace, in this reality it is rare for the matador facing mental illness to ever escape this
faena. If they do, like the bull, there will always be nagging injuries and scars, little reminders of
the war that has been. Though admittedly this is a cynical perspective, it comes as a promise of
hope, a statement for everyone locked into this battle.

19

Works Cited
Borges, Jorge Luis. “The Other” Web 30 Nov. 2015.
mypage.siu.edu/lemminkc/materials/borges_the-other.doc

Casares, Oscar. Brownsville: Stories. Boston: Back Bay, 2003. 89. Print.
Cisneros, Sandra. Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories. New York: Vintage, 1992. 110,
153. Print.

Cortazar, Julio. "The Southern Thruway." Web. 30 Nov. 2015.
<https://latinamericanshortstories.files.wordpress.com/2011/05/the-southernthruway.pdf>.

Davis, Suanna. "Teaching the Taboo: Reading Mental Health and Mental Illness in American
Literature." Teaching American Literature: A Journal of Theory and Practice 3.1 (2009):
1-19. Central Piedmont Community College. Web. 1 Dec. 2015.

Gallo, Don. “Bold Books for Teenagers: Why Not Short?”. The English Journal 95.3 (2006):
109–113. Web.
Garcia Lorca, Federico. "Theory and Play of the Duende." Lorca. Web. 30 Nov. 2015.
<http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Spanish/LorcaDuende.htm>

Gilb, Dagoberto. Woodcuts of Women. New York: Grove, 2001. 61, 73. Print.
Hirsch, Edward. The Demon and the Angel: Searching for the Source of Artistic Inspiration.
New York: Mariner, 10, 91, 63. 2003. Print.

Hutton, James. Aristotle's Poetics. New York: Norton, 1982. 49, 51, 57. Print.
Saenz, Benjamin Alire. Everything Begins & Ends at the Kentucky Club. El Paso: Cinco Puntos,
2012. 187. Print.
20

Bibliography

Al-Anon Family Groups. How Al-Anon Works for Families & Friends of Alcoholics. New
York: Al-Anon Family Groups, 1995. Print.

Bail, Alan C. “ADULT ATTENTION DEFICIT DISORDER”. GPSolo 18.5 (2001): 44–45.
Web.

Daitch, Carolyn, and Lissah Lorberbaum. Anxious in Love. Oakland: New Harbinger
Publications, 2012. Print.

Livingston, Kathy. “Viewing Popular Films About Mental Illness Through a Sociological
Lens”. Teaching Sociology 32.1 (2004): 119–128. Web.

Phelan, James. “Sandra Cisneros's "woman Hollering Creek": Narrative as Rhetoric and as
Cultural Practice”. Narrative 6.3 (1998): 221–235. Web.

Phillips, Katharine A., and David J. Castle. “Body Dysmorphic Disorder in Men: Psychiatric
Treatments Are Usually Effective”. BMJ: British Medical Journal 323.7320 (2001):
1015–1016. Web.

21

RECKLESS ANXIETY

22

Huizache

To ascend the escalator was to consign himself to, at the very least, at least a three-and-ahalf of precise note-taking and exploration through the maze-like pathways of the furniture
retailer. When it came to groceries, Pedro knew it was simple: Write down list; drive to store;
park and kill the engine; dash in and pay; exit just as quickly. It could easily be accomplished in
under fifteen minutes if the time was right. That is, if the time wasn’t anywhere between 5-7 p.m.
on a weekday and 2-5 p.m. on Saturdays. But when it came down to shopping for furniture for
his partner, there would be no mad dash in and out of the store, not for bookshelves or coffee
tables; and definitely not anywhere inside the gargantuan IKEA warehouse just off the highway.
But did we really need them?
Part of the therapy was to be able to get through this visit without the traditional anxiety
attack that struck him whenever he was out in public for longer than two hours. What for the
everyday shopper was regular window-shopping discomfort and feeling slightly overwhelmed at
crowds would manifest itself inside his own person as a horde of icy termites, gnawing at his
insides as if they were made of wood. Was it the right decision? Did that look good with the
color scheme of his apartment now? Every different exhibition, every different display, was
auctioning itself off to Joel, making alluring pitches as to why he should buy each perfectlyorganized set, disregarding the mile-wide difference between how something looked like on the
display and how it would look at home. He stopped at one such display, a red and white porch
table with jet-black chairs and fake straw that reeked of alfalfa. The pitch was his wife in a
pencil-skirt, white blouse and black hose with a fingernail’s tear in mid-shin. She took a drag
from the cigarette before twisting it dead into the white ashtray, three fingers making an
executioner’s triangle for the dying ember.
“We lost the Negrete account today,” she had told him. He looked up from reading a
novel and cocked his head to the side like Damnit, their Jack Russell, did whenever he heard his
dog whistle.
“Why?”
“Because I wasn’t at the office when they called. But you know who was?”
“Who?”

23

“Adell, the stuck-up bitch from marketing promotions. I had told her, hey, field any call
we got from Mr. Negrete on to my phone.”
“We were on vacation, Rita.”
“I took a three-day weekend, if you want to call that a vacation, sure, whatever. Who
cares? The Hill Country isn’t exactly the uncharted wilderness without any cell phone signal.
And they knew it.”
“So what happened?”
“I’m the only one that knows how to deal with the miserable old bastard. Adell thought
she could and rubbed him the wrong way. So I got to the office today to a nice and friendly email
from corporate telling me that if I fucked up like that again, I would never even sell Girl Scout
cookies in this town again. And Adell, of course, doesn’t get shit on at all. She called in sick
today. Fuck that. How was your day?”
“Well, we just finished the chapter on—“
BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZT BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZT
“Sorry, one sec,” Amanda said and stood up to face the parking lot, turning her bony
shoulders and back to Joel. “Oh hey, Lisa. Yeah? I know! Did you see the email? He Cc’d
everyone in regional and, hey, hold on.” She turned to Joel. “Hey babe, I really gotta take this
call. It’ll probably be awhile.”
“That’s fine,” he said, and stood up from the chair. He had some research to do, anyway.

The chair wouldn’t do, not today. He moved on through the store, marveling at the
selection of lamps. Even the ones marked as clearance items featured a dizzying array of lit
designs ranging from the outlines of whales carved into corrugated metal to ink circles on white
canvas. He felt the patterns with his thumb and index finger, attempting to visualize how it
would look in the living room, while at the same time trying to see if it was worth the black-onyellow $45.99 and Swedish gibberish.
No, no it wasn’t, and he absent-mindedly picked up a plastic yellow bag from the floor to
return it to its container. He walked on, paradoxically trying to be patient in the search for the
birthday gift but fast enough to stave off the steadily-encroaching feelings of the anxiety attack.
He already felt the icy fingers inside his stomach pressing together against his small intestine. He
found a chair to sit down, a high-backed leather chair. He leaned forward on the wooden desk,
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forming a steeple with his hands and closed his eyes. He drew a long breath and opened his eyes
again. At a desk in front of him was a couple, in a heated debate apparently over the merit of the
desk they were standing near. He was tall, close-cropped hair in ending in a fauxhawk, and his
palms told the story of a man on the losing end of an argument. Twist of the wrist, the palms
would turn to face her, fingers curling slightly and pulsing. She had a little round face and a blue
summer dress, brown eyes staring up at the man. He sat back and watched them carefully and the
body language they exhibited was very familiar. He closed his eyes again, resting back on the
chair, and he remembered that sometimes conversations didn’t end in total frustration.

He sat across from Inés, the Chair of the English department, and the two were picking at
a tray of chocolates that a student had brought in in a valiant effort to move up a half-decimal in
his GPA to get the C.
“You know,” Inés said, dabbing her lips with a napkin. “If he spent half as much time
studying as he does trying to find ways not to study, he’d be in the honor roll every semester.”
Joel shrugged. “But where would the fun be in that?”
Inés laughed, a rich, earthy laugh that Joel liked to listen to whenever the liberal arts
departments met with each other for their bi-weekly report. “Don’t be encouraging him now, it’s
enough of a headache dealing with the Romano twins. I think they’re Adam’s main problem.”
Joel shrugged. “He just wants attention.”
“Speaking of, did you see what Russo was wearing Friday? My God, why would anyone
show up to bowling in heels?”
“No, I did not notice.” Joel lied.
“Don’t give me that, Bolton. I know a cougar on the prowl when I see one. I wonder if
Banda over there in Biology has some outlines on how to handle cats in heat, oh I bet you
anything he does. And you need to behave, sir, or your own cougar is going to try out her claws
on you,” Ines said, laughing at Joel’s raising his hands in mock surrender.
“In my defense, everyone was looking.”
“Hell, I looked. Speaking of lookers, why’d your wife bail again?”
“Work stuff. You know how it is.”
“At least she hasn’t handcuffed you yet.”
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If a sudden stillness in the air was a precursor to stormy winds, then Joel’s trip to the
bathroom was a precursor to the attack. Deep breaths, he told himself, deep breaths. With his
sixth breath, his hand was on the door to the men’s room. With his seventh, he pulled back. The
sensation had disappeared. He returned back to the path, carefully following the masking tape
arrows some helpful soul had laid on the floor. He had inadvertently followed the couple from
before as they went on through their own checklist, stopping at the stations he wanted to peruse
as well. They had made up by now, and the man’s frustrated palm had now been clasped tight by
her fingers, swinging gently as they walked. The man turned and Pedro looked away, just about
throwing himself into the wall décor section. The store had beautiful artwork, ink pieces, a black
and white canvas painting of the Vitruvian man, and a series of photographs of cities he had
never imagined himself going. Amanda’s body was a work of art, too. It’s something he always
told her. He remembered the last night before shit hit the fan. Their hands clasped together, his
thumb anxiously pressing against the rock on her left ring finger. She was the Mona Lisa then, so
small, so frail and vulnerable, the side of her that she refused to show others wouldn’t be seen in
the daylight.
“Whatever it is, it’ll be okay,” he said, squeezing her hand for comfort. She turned away,
sniffling quietly to herself.
“I don’t know. It’s just, I’m so tired.”
“Just sleep, Amanda. Tomorrow will be a better day.”
“Okay.”

The next day began with a handwritten note and a ring left behind on the nightstand. It
ended in a large mahogany table, much like the one he passed a floor above, five documents, and
two lawyers, each on retainer for $100 an hour. He wasn’t combative, it was not in his nature, so
when her claws came out, he rolled on his back and pissed on himself. Words like “dissolution”
were thrown around. It makes sense to write that in order to avoid hurt feelings that would be
caused by things like “soul-rending separation”. He had cried once months after, tears of
impotent rage flowing as he smashed an ornament against the living room wall. He remembered
reading about El Suspiro del Moro in his World History class while covering the Conquest of the
New World. The story held that Boabdil, last Islamic ruler in Spain, retreated from the Kingdom
of Granada to ignoble exile in North Africa. He had stopped at a mountain pass in the Spanish
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Sierra Nevada, looked back at his receding kingdom, and began to sob. His mother, chiding him,
told him: “Now you weep like a woman for that which you could not defend as a man.” It was
the story he always started out that chapter with, and the sheer ridiculousness of the story made
him smile, alone in a room full of plants. Then he heard a voice behind him.
“Excuse me, sir?”
Pedro turned to find the couple he had spotted earlier standing in front of him, the man
dwarfing him, the girl coming up just to his neck.
“Yes?”
“Do you work here?”
Pedro turned to look at his shirt and realized he had inadvertently worn a yellow polo and
khaki pants of the same tone as the Swedish flag and the uniform of IKEA employees.
“N-no, no, I don’t,” he managed to stammer out.
“Oh, well, you seem to be around us a lot. Do you want to help us with something?”
Pedro shook his head.
“Sorry, it’s just, you looked familiar, I couldn’t really tell from a distance and I wanted to
get closer.”
“Kind of weird, man. Have a nice day.”
The couple walked away, leaving him very embarrassed in the middle of a forest of
plastic trees, flowers and grass. That was when he saw Jolene’s gift, a touch of reality in the
fantasy of plastic trees, plastic flowers, and plastic grass. A tiny pot with a cactus fighting out of
the dry soil. A piece of himself. Just a few more steps, each pounding with his heart furiously
and echoing inside his head. The woman in the yellow polo smiled at him as he checked out. His
hands were shaking uncontrollably as he took his wallet out of his back pocket.
“Credit or debit?”
“Credit,” he said, his mouth as dry as the deserts of North Africa.
“Okay!”
She swiped the card and handed it back to Joel. She absent-mindedly stuffed the gift
inside a small yellow bag, already looking ahead at the couple behind Joel, each pushing with
four large brown boxes. Joel took the bag from the lady and shambled out of the store, bag
clutched tightly to his chest. Sunlight. Only a few more steps to get to his car. He thought about
the steps he took to recover from the divorce.
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The first few steps were physically uneasy, a leave of absence from work had resulted in
a few weeks of non-stop binge drinking. Then came the painful recovery process, the cold sweats
and fevers, the anxiety attacks that developed, a move out from the joint apartment into a new
place, a one-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment closer to work. The cliché is that you only find
something when you stop looking for it. The remote that falls out of the laundry pile when your
foot brushes by it. The stout you had forgotten in the fridge. The DVD you forgot you had. Love.
It wasn’t the case when he met Jolene. He was actively looking for a solution, a way out. It was
the how that marked the difference. Started out over an online game, and then that led to phone
conversations with this stranger who lived six hours away. He had been nervous the night they
first decided to reveal each other. As his fingers began churning out cold sweat, the light of the
camera turned on, and the first thing he heard was the theme from Dr. Who, the first thing both
Jolene and himself had found commonalities in. With the theme music playing, she came to
light, illuminated by the blue glare of the monitor, reflecting on her cheek and her pale auburn
eyes. She smiled, and he managed to stutter out a nervous, tentative, “Hi.”

When he arrived at his car, he took a deep breath, feeling the heat of the summer radiate
throughout the rubber and polycarbonate of the steering wheel and the console. He saw the
couple from earlier, pushing a trolley between them loaded with brown boxes and a stuffed
yellow Ikea bag. Their war as a red Toyota SUV, parked three spaces away. Giving in to the
paranoia, he slid down into his seat and counted out four minutes, breathing in and out slowly.
Once the nerves were under control, he turned on the ignition and drove away. He could not stop
thinking about the couple, the living and walking reminder of what had been before. The
confrontation between them and their approach to jar him from memory and pull him back into
the present. The young couple were a pair of yuppie guardian angels sent from somewhere else
to jar him from his funk. If only he could thank them.
He parked his car in front of the apartment building and stepped out of the car. He had
survived the anxiety attack and now he was standing at the threshold of his door. He tried the
door knob, it was open, and the sounds of a documentary could be heard through the door. As he
stepped in, Jolene was stepping out of the bathroom, brushing her teeth. He pulled out the plant
and offered it to her.
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“A cactus?”
“I got it from Ikea. I went by myself. And I wanted to give you a piece of me to
remember the event.”
She ran over to him and gave him a hug and a kiss on the lips. “See what happens when
you work on things? I love your gift.”
“Do you really?”
“It’s a piece of you. I couldn’t have asked for a better birthday present.”
“I try.”
“I know you do and, I want to say thank you, you didn’t have to do it. I know how much
you hate crowds like that.”
“I feel it was kind of therapeutic, actually…”
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Glass Memories

Sunlight filtered into Jonathan’s room through the prism of the Stolichnaya premium
vodka teetering precariously on his windowsill. The sharpie was mostly faded by now; he would
have to retouch it today. The blurred date was July 7, 1979, and it had been a fraternity brother’s
graduation party. It was the one bottle that had survived his own graduation, a year later, after
some asshole from the university’s environmentalist club had gone house to house emptying
recycle bins. Emmitt had roughed him up at a party not long after, the kid was lucky that Rick
had held him back. Well, Rick and Rick’s dad’s money and million-dollar endowment to the
school. Campus PD had dismissed the case. He sat up in bed, feeling the all-too-familiar knot in
his neck from the lumpy pillow. Jonathan had been meaning to buy a new one, and a new
mattress wouldn’t be too bad. He stepped out of the mattress on the floor, the bottles off to the
right rolling quickly to take up the man-shaped, sweaty oval indentation in the middle of the
mattress. Three bottles of Bacardi rum, those were recent, the sharpie was still fresh. He looked
ahead and smiled at his collection. Other than the bottles on the bed, everything else was neatly
ordered, sharpie and glass reminders, upright throughout the confines of the apartment. There
was a path cutting down a path from one edge of the mobile home, his bedroom, through the
cramped kitchen, and on to the living area, where his work desk remained balanced on an empty
crate of bottles. He stretched, feeling the bones crack on his aging body.
A deep breath, permanent marker and stale alcohol.
Craning his neck upwards he saw the upper row of bottles near the windowsill, a green,
brown, and canvas-yellow. The important men in his life all featuring prominently, Don Julio,
Jose Cuervo, Don Pedro, Johnny Walker, Jack Daniels and Jim Beam in their multitude of
avatars. Spirit totems beckoning to him from the past. Don Julio was inked the third of February,
1981. His son’s birth, he had not been allowed to go visit because he had been ill that day and the
doctors didn’t want any toxins contaminating the pristine hospital air. But there had been a liquor
store just outside Houston’s Medical Center, a city within a city that was bound to have a few of
those stores around to deal with the highs and lows of hospital life. He found Julio at a Spec’s
Liquor on West Holcombe.
Jim Beam was represented multiple times in that row, the most prominent one was
December 3rd, 1987, his first DUI, his second warning. Jose Cuervo represented the nerves he
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felt the night of January 15, 1990 when the doctors told him to start getting treatment for his
drinking problem. It wasn’t a drinking problem. Maybe it was, but what did the doctors know?
It’s not like they were shrinks or something. It was something he could have stopped whenever
he wanted to. It’s just the art-work stood out for him, and what better way to remember events
that by collecting the artwork. People did that all the time, collected photographs, collected
pieces of art, hard drives full of photos. Why not bottles that represented memories? Special
memories, as if Johnny and Pedro were right there in the trailer home with him. Just like they
were when his daughter was born, just like hey war when his son went for his first communion.
Sacramental wine did could not possibly have the same amount of memory as whiskey could,
anyway.
There was a sound of rubber on gravel outside, followed by the slam of doors and a
muffled voice singing quietly. He peered out the window and saw that Miguel Gomez was back
from his night shift at the plant. Miguel and his brother Angel were the closest thing to friends
Jonathan had in the trailer park. Footsteps sounded outside his door, followed by a knock.
Jonathan slid through old newspapers to the entrance and peered through the peephole. It was
Miguel, the younger of the two brothers. Jonathan opened the door and peered down the wooden
steps at Miguel.
“Long night?”
Miguel nodded sadly.
“You know how it is, the ruca wants to save up and take the kids to Astroworld. Pulled a
double shift today.”
Miguel’s eyes were bloodshot and his breath reeked of whiskey, more than likely a kip
snuck in the dead of the cold night. Jonathan couldn’t blame him, but his nose crinkled up a little
at the scent of stale booze on the other man.
“I know. So, what brings you over?”
“I have to pick up Angel in an hour, but I don’t think I can make it to the plant conscious.
Was wondering if you could drive the truck and come with me. I will buy you a six of Tecate.”
Jonathan had a few things to take care of, a few more memories to revisit that day.
“Man, I’d love to, but I really gotta finish up a project. If he doesn’t mind waiting until
the late afternoon I can go with you.”
Miguel rolled his eyes.
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“Man, you can do that shit later.”
Jonathan’s response was an apologetic shrug.
“Sorry, man, I have to make some money.”
“Fine, cabrón, I will go and get him myself. Laters.”
Miguel spun on one heel and marched back off to his truck.
Jonathan shut the door and then resumed his daily morning walk throughout his trailer.
He felt like a king, surrounded by tiny totems to his side, each calling out to him with their own
story. The death of his dog. The divorce. The one time he hit 15 green lights in a row coming
back from work. That other night that the Dallas Mavericks lost in the regular season against the
Phoenix Suns. The one trip he took downtown to that new bar. Everything was cause to
remember something, good or bad, the memories were there to be kept. He pulled out the chair,
knocking over September 26, 2011, a fun night out to celebrate Antonio’s birthday, a drinking
binge that ended with him puking his guts out in the bathroom of the Denny’s. Antonio sobered
up quickly after that, but that’s what happens when you get old. He turned on his computer, a
bottle of Svedka with sharpie just on the outskirts of his mouse pad. Labor Day 2011, when he
purchased this particular laptop. The keys were a little sticky now, but they could still type.
That’s all he needed for his stay-at-home job, thank you, Internet! The inbox was cluttered with
the usual, spam emails from Nigerian royalty and women seemingly interested in him provided
he shelled out his credit card information to purchase a metric ton of acacia juniper energy
milkshakes. He ignored every email and hovered the mouse over to the favorites tab to bring up
his company’s website. Something stopped him, something was different. A new message in his
‘Other’ folder, where messages would occasionally filter through.

Dad,
Your phone is disconnected and you disabled your Facebook account and i don’t even
know if this is the right email anymore. But if it is, I hope you get this. We haven’t heard from
you in two months and were all really worried. I know its been hard but I want you to know we
are still thinking of you. Especially Jackie. She wants you to come to the wedding. You really
can’t miss this one. I already forgave you for the stunt you pulled at mine. I don’t care. But
Jackie needs you. Its going to be here in Pensacola so I don’t know what you want to do about
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transportation but I am willing to help get you the tickets here and you can just crash at my
place. Im attaching the details and u kno how to get ahold of me.
Love,
Johnny

Jonathan remembered the last time he had seen his son and daughter. They had staged an
intervention, like the doctors did once when they were both toddlers. But now it was his own
blood, Johnny and the twins, Jackie and Danielle; and Antonio, his oldest friend. They held the
intervention at Jackie’s apartment and had followed the Johnson model, each pulling a piece of
paper and reading a letter to him. It was his drinking, they said, and living in filth. All those
bottles. It was seriously hurting. Johnny struggled a lot with his own letter, and to an extent
Jonathan could not blame him. Rather than let the best man finish his speech, Jonathan had taken
the mic, holding a bottle of Don Julio like a weapon, and announced to the wedding party that
the bride-to-be was a whore. He left afterwards, the bottle of Don Julio now tucked in under his
sandaled left foot at the bottom of the desk.
She wasn’t a whore.
Jonathan could not come up with a reason why he did it. Anger? A memory of that kid
back in college that had tried to make a judgment on his collection and by doing so actually
insulting who he was as a person, as a man. A keeper of memories. He opened a new tab, a blank
slate, and accessed his Favorites tab to pull up his company’s website. Writing marketing copy
for an online retailer made him enough money to pay his internet, his power, and his rent.
Enough to buy more flasks and the memories they could hold once their original contents were
disposed of properly; there wasn’t any use wasting good alcohol. He eyed the new bottle bottomshelf imitation tequila that was trying oh-so-very hard to be Patron, to be the boss. Not today,
today he was going to be his own master. He scrolled through the lists of assignments to be done
today. An assignment to write three paragraphs on a client’s new essential oil quackery. Another
to type up two pages of copy on the evils of smoking. A third one to write a guide on how to buy
the right washer/dryer. A full half day’s slate of meaningless writing that would net him enough
cash to capture another memory.
The tab to the email was still open. He switched back to it. There was a bottle of wine
somewhere in his alternative storage, the bottles he had yet to go around to making room for. It
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was from when Johnny had started preparing for his first communion. Jonathan had prepared a
small quantity of red wine to prepare him for the bitter taste of the transubstantiated body of
Christ. His ex-wife did not like that one bit, he remembered, flipping out on him about not using
plain and simple grape juice. The bottle had aged quite well, only displaying some frayed
yellowing around the edges. Johnny had aged well just like that, the last time he had seen him he
was 24 and just graduating college. To his knowledge, he had sworn off alcohol. Jonathan knew
because the only bottle he had yet to open still sat above him on the window sill, a closed bottle
of Johnny Walker that he had meant for Johnny’s 21st birthday. He hadn’t dared touch it. Next to
it was another bottle, one of Jack Daniels that he purchased a few years later, for Jackie’s 21st
birthday, like her brother, she too had returned it unopened.
Jonathan didn’t hear the screeching of the tires until it was much too late. His world
exploded in a cacophony of metal grinding and broken glass as the front end of a truck’s chrome
bumper sheared through the thin walls of what used to be his living room. Jonathan was flung
back against his bookshelf, and felt the crack of at least four or five memories through his back.
He slumped forward, disoriented. There was a trickle of warmth down his forehead, and he
placed a finger to it, it was wet with blood. In the distance, he could hear the sirens, distant now.
He looked around, the memories shattered, the sounds of the ambulance echoing in the empty
chambers. Jonathan grabbed on to the fridge and pulled himself up. His kitchen and bedroom had
been fused into a convoluted mess of wood and fabric. There were coughs and he turned to look
at the truck, it was the Gomez’ truck, windshield shattered, airbags deployed and both Gomez
brothers sound asleep, unaware of the destruction they had wrought on his memories.
Jonathan turned to look at his computer monitor, still upright on the table and turned on.
The tab with the email remained open.
A phone number was attached to the signature of the email. His breath was ragged now,
and there was a strong muscular pain in his chest. He tore off a page from a yellowed book and
fished through the rubble for something to write with. He found a half-pencil and scribbled the
number, three droplets of blood marking arbitrary periods and ellipses. With his phone likely
destroyed in the ruin of the kitchen, the only way to dial was the payphone outside. He stumbled
through the door and tripped, landing face first on the dusty ground. A small audience started to
gather around the hybrid mobile home and truck and Jonathan felt the large hands of two men
trying to pick him up.
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“Hey man, you okay?”
“Shit, he’s bleeding a lot from his face.”
He pushed himself upright and shoved the helpful hands away from him.
The sirens drew nearer, filling the voids of memory as he limped toward the payphone,
fishing into his pocket for the change he always carried for the nearby Under $1.00 menu at
Greasy Joe’s Shack. His hands were clammy as he pushed the coins in, his fingers leaving a kiss
of humidity in the area code and then in the six digit number. His right hand closed around the
earpiece and he noticed three jagged spikes of glass crusting black with blood. In the recess of
his mind, he wanted the busy signal, the sound of disconnection, something to be able to placate
the emptiness and be able to rebuild the broken memories.
Someone picked up. A voice, it sounded like his did when he was young. A voice that
betrayed hurt.
“Hello?”
It hurt for Jonathan to breath, but he managed a quiet,
“Johnny?”
“Dad?”
“Yes,” he said. “It’s me. I…I read your email. I want to talk.”
The sirens filled in the blank of memory.
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Chamber Music for a Weekend Out
I.

The Word

To call it pre-game would be wrong for the three gathered there. What is the game? Are they
the game? Are they hunting game? Are they the ones being hunted? Who is watching them play?
Do you have answers to these questions? Maybe you do, if you’ve been there. Maybe you don’t,
if you’ve been there. But the situation is that it is Friday night and these three are biologically
conditioned to seek out sustenance: carbohydrates and protein. Beer and meat. Primed by their
ancestors, they thirst for potential mates and stalk the darkened corners of smoke-stained bar
counters in search of elusive game. You understand what it’s like to be at the apartment for the
pre-game, setting up strategies in full ignorance of the filaments of fate.
Together these three different moving parts will work as the trinity, equal but different.
Nick, Eduardo, and Chelsea.
From the onset, one of them decides to become less impaired than the other two, because,
who really draws straws anymore? Rather volunteer than rock-paper-scissors it out at the
apartment in the soft mist of cologne.
One is celebrating the social nature of the game.
One is going to tie the desperation for emotional sustenance to a cultural need for the fiesta.
One is an illusionist who will manage to convince everyone that they’ve escaped from reality
into a higher plane.
It all started on Friday, officially. The end of the week heralded two days with nothing to do
except homework and the extracurricular obligations that had been pushed off until that day.
Three recorded episodes of Suits, four piles of laundry, and the necessity to take a frayed SLS
pad to the mountain of greasy dishes in the sink.
Milk was not supposed to be lumpy.
With that, everybody could enjoy a Saturday of Netflix and college football and useless
conversations over which team would make it all the way to the National Championship, as if
operating under the belief that vocalizing the desire to win would make it so. In the end, people
can only change themselves and any attempt to change others becomes a Hail Mary. But hey, it
worked for Doug Flutie.
Once.
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II.

Life
Chelsea, do you remember when I asked you what you really thought about drama, and

your reply was a fierce “I don’t give a god damn!” and the exclamation mark was emphasized by
a swig of cold beer? That beer was the only thing running cold that night, sweltering in the
humid and endless Texas summer.
You taught me a lot about love, and you had so much of it in your tiny frame. To get
intoxicated is to be in love, and that was the book you were writing. To love a woman is to have
warm hands, to hold, to caress and scratch that itch in the back of her bra strap that she couldn’t
quite reach. To be drunk in a woman is to look at the girl’s eyes and know right then and there
that she was the one.
“Is she the one?”
“Yes.”
“How do you know?”
“I just told you.”
You were writing a book about romance, about being misunderstood, you taught me so
much that night, and the other night, and the other night and the lessons were there for a year.
You told me that love waited, far beyond the theological implications of true love waiting, you
were waiting independent of judgment above. You waited for the brief window of time when two
heavenly bodies aligned and the sun casts the right shadow, at just the right spot.
“The G spot?”
“That helps, too.”
We saw that night that love was entertaining temptation but knowing how to keep it at
bay. Remembering when you were swarmed by beautiful women and curious experimenters.
You flirted with disaster without fiddling with the jean waistline, and you turned them all down
with a hard smile.
“A drunken smile?”
“A half-smile.”
Because you held out for something else, something that you were always looking for at
the bottom of your Shiner Bock, or at the door, waiting while we made asses out of ourselves on
the dance floor. Mike would introduce us all, I would dance, and you would get them all
comfortable over after-hours po’ boys and martinis.
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At the end of it all, you taught me how to hide in plain sight, how to fly the freak flag
where everyone could see it unfurled high above while ignoring the one who hoisted up the
flagpole in the first place.
“What will everyone else think?”
“Their thoughts don’t pay the fucking bills.”
You were so fearless, a hoodie-wearing lionheart dwarfed by everyone else at the bar.
But somehow, you towered over everyone with your personality alone. You taught me about
self-love and acceptance, and to be okay with who I was. You pulled off the torn jeans and flipflops well, but that blue dress just made you radiant. I had no idea what you were, but I learned
so much about masculinity and femininity that to come up with any sort of label would be an
exercise in futility. Teacher? Friend? Mentor? Confidante? Curious? Queer? Why does it matter?
You grabbed me by my collar and pulled me into your blue eyes.
“What?”
“Giving yourself labels is stupid, unless it’s that Black Label you’re holding.”
Black label on the rocks, the third one for the night. It was lasting longer than the beers
were, but I had to keep putting them down. Because at the end of the night, we were all afraid.
Afraid of that black loneliness that was waiting to swallow us in the form of late-night
infomercials and empty beds. We were all searching for someone that we wouldn’t find that
night, and the search made our entire bodies numb. Numb and welcoming the bittersweet
embrace of sleep.
You sought to get drunk for hope. I sought to get drunk for love. Nick just wanted to have
fun. You encouraged me to approach the girl in the blue dress and the cleavage that left little to
the imagination, and it was a lack of imagination that got me in trouble.
“So, uh, do you,” my mouth felt like I had swallowed a bunch of cotton balls.
“What?” she placed her drink down on the table and turned to look at me.
“How are you?”
“Do I know you?”
Nothing clever. Nothing witty. Just a mental slate blank as the look I now gave the girl.
“No, I just thought I’d—“
If the girl could have rolled her eyes further up, she would have been able to see her own
brain.
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“Save it, I’m not interested. Could you go away now? I’m waiting on my girlfriends to
come back.”
She glared at me until I slowly retreated, neck bent down, and nearly knocked over a
table behind me as I backed away, humiliated. Before I returned to you and Nick, I had to go to
the bathroom and release a stream of nerves in metal trough. The bathroom attendant just about
washed my hands for me, they were shaking so bad I gave him a dollar for his troubles.
I stepped back out to the bar, and the woman was now joined by two of her friends and a
tall man. You and Nick were in the distance, and I did my best to avoid catching the attention of
the girl as I sulked towards you. I still heard the snickers ringing in my ears, cutting through the
noise of the packed bar.
“It didn’t go well?” Nick asked.
“What do you think?”
“Fair enough. I, on the other hand…”
He showed us his phone and the series of text messages from a 713 number exhorting
him to come out and join them.
“I will catch up to you guys.”
I watched him leave before turning to you, the alcohol already making me feel like I was
floating in a warm pool.
“It’s going to be okay.”
“I’m going to be alone.”
“No, you’re not. How are you feeling?”
“I can drive home.”
“Yeah, okay. Let’s take your ass home.”
“Can we eat some tacos beforehand?”
“Sure.”
The headlights were yellow and I was swimming in the humidity that night. It was then that I
realized that I couldn’t cover the inevitable with my fingers.
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III.

Death

OFFICE OF THE COUNTY MEDICAL EXAMINER
1001 FANNIN STREET
HOUSTON, TEXAS 77007
REPORT OF HANGOVER INVESTIGATION BY COUNTY MEDICAL EXAMINER

An experiment.
The events of last night remain like vivid ghosts to me, even now at 9 a.m. If I were to take
everything that occurred in the last twelve hours and laid it on an operating table, I can tell you
what I’d find. I’d first take the scalpel and make an incision down the road leaving the house and
dragging it all the way down past the three bars and a taqueria. The cut would end at my
bathroom. Ending, specifically, with me huddled over the toilet bowl making empty promises
while grasping on to cold porcelain while the bathroom slowly twisted in a full circle, 45 degrees
at a time on hard angles.
I would then take a closer look at the veins inside, a blood-alcohol level too high for the law,
too low for liver failure. Enough to avoid a trip to the doctor, but not enough to keep from doing
something stupid. The evidence is down south, under the folds of that pair of blue jeans and
buried deep inside the pockets. Four bottle caps, a lighter, and crumpled receipts. The total was
$77.02 and nothing to show for it but the lingering smell of smoke over the body and a semimasticated burger floating with discolored pickles and lettuce in the toilet bowl.
My nostrils expand: Nothing but nicotine and bile and ashes.
Someone is taking a hammer to the inside of my skull.
There is a cavity further south where my heart should have stayed inside before the jungle
juice (or was it the second helping of a rainbow-striped bucket of margarita?) lubricated the
muscle and allowed for an easy escape for a girl in blue before targets shifted.
Car seats.
Yellow street lights.
An empty hallway.
Torn jeans and wrists forced against a mattress.
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I hear snippets of conversation playing in the background, things this body should have said,
things this body should not have said.
No.
Yes.
The Rubicon and Cortez burning his ships to spur his men forward.
The stomach of the hangover is now empty of any of its contents. A sudden urge to wake up
from an inexplicably spinning bed made sure of that, and a raw throat where the acid stopped by
on its way out to its new white house. I think I managed to flush away $55. The sunlight shines a
light on the surgeon’s table and the hangover’s skin starts to steam, and it writhes in pain and
forces me to raise up my hands to shield myself from the warmth.
The slate moves and a sheet falls to the side and another naked body is exposed. Same age.
Less alcohol. Blue eyes wide open, pale skin cold to the touch.

IV.

Resurrection

They call it hangover couture even as its effects are titrated throughout the day. Eduardo left
her apartment that day, wearing a button-down shirt, gym shorts and sandals make a sssssst,
sssssst, sssssst, sssssst, ssssssst sound, left, left, left, right, left on the concrete. When he woke up
and made the realization, she had been up already. Bare back to him as she stared at the window,
hands covering her breasts as she shook slightly. He wanted to say something, he wanted her to
say something, an explanation, anything. He dressed in silence, head still pounding. As he threw
on the shirt, she finally turned to look at him.
“Eduardo, I’m…I’m sorry. I can’t do this to you…this shouldn’t have happened.”
He turned to look at her before he left.
“But it did.”
There reasons why were best left unsaid and discarded like the condom wrapper at the
threshold to Chelsea’s room.
When he was younger, he attended St. Jude’s Catholic Church.
Now there was no higher power to keep him company, but reason. Science. An experimental
treatment without a control group.
But the motifs were still there. Death on Friday and Resurrection on Easter Sunday after
Christ goes down to Hell. Life and body freely given.
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Yet this time, the covenant would be shattered in the altar of lust.
One party was lonely, seeking love.
The other was lonely, seeking not to sleep alone that night.
The bus dropped him off back at his apartment, and he made his own walk of shame into,
instead of away from, his home. Again, he was the embarrassment, judged under the glaring
sunlight.
When the blood is freely given, it can also be freely rejected. He headed to the fridge and
reached for the bottle of Maker’s Mark at the top. Fake red wax dripped over the newlypurchased bottle. He slunk into his room and shut the door behind him.
His pocket buzzed and with his free hand he reached into his pants and pulled out the phone.
Caller ID said Chelsea. He let the call go to voice mail, white glare on a blue phone.
Here’s an experiment: What happens when a bottle of whiskey is flung with great force into a
brick wall?
It shatters.

V.

Tongues

Chelsea gripped the textbook with both hands and flung it to the side, and it landed with an
unceremonious clump on the carpet at her feet, spine facing upwards. An owl clock above her
desk peered down from its perch atop an Emily Bronte novel.
“What?!”
The bird shook its head from left to right and back again in three seconds.
Nothing was going right. Her once-meticulous notes were in disarray. The outline dated
today, October 12, 2011, but the analysis of demographic patterns in an underprivileged
population had been replaced by carefully disheveled doodles of feathers and triangles.
“What’s the matter?”
She turned to look at Elize, who was lying in bed behind her; a large black shirt making the
bravest effort to cover the upper part of her thigh.
“It’s nothing.”
“Nothing, she says, with her desk a mess and a textbook on the floor.”
“It’s just…you know.”
“Why is it bothering you so much?”
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Elize sat up, and crossed her legs, a Greek princess sitting in a Zen pose.
“I fucked up our friendship.”
“No, you didn’t. It wasn’t your fault.”
“The hell it wasn’t. I was selfish.”
“And? If he cared that much about your friendship, he would have reached out already don’t
you think?”
Chelsea turned away.
“I’m the one that should have reached out in the first place, or not let him walk away
from…”
“From what? You know that wasn’t in your cards. Either he hates you, or loves you or-“
“Or neither. I’d love to think that it’s so simple to say that he hates me for what we did and
loves that he had the one shot. Or that he loves me for what happened and hates the fact that it
can’t go on.”
“Did you want it to go on?”
Chelsea paused and looked into Elize’s eyes and how those two pieces of coal slowly started
to smolder.
“No. I didn’t.”
Now Elize looked away.
Chelsea stood up from her chair and headed to the bed, where she sat cross-legged in front of
her girlfriend.
“Elize.”
“What?”
“I’m sorry I keep bringing this up.”
The coals cooled down.
“It’s okay.”
“I love you, I want you, I need you.”
“Three out of three, huh?”
“Three out of three,” the smile appeared on her face for an instant. “I just…I just miss my
friend.”
Elize reached out and took Chelsea’s small hands into her own, rubbing them and infusing
them with warmth.
43

“Then do something.”
“Like what?”
“Oh, I don’t know, Ms. Communication Major, maybe talk to him? Really try. You know
how to get ahold of him, don’t you?”
“I don’t know, it feels like we don’t even speak the same language anymore.”
“Just try, Chelsea.”
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If

She turned to look at him. Her hands sweating cold as she gripped her torn jeans. He
looked at her with lustful eyes, calloused hand caressing the hard angle of her cheekbone and
chin.
“What’s the matter?”
“Nothing,” she said, bringing up her knees closer to her.
“C’mon, if these walls could talk, they’d remember the good times.”
The walls shook ominously to counter the lie, and as the plaster cracked as it mimicked
Kimberly’s broken heart; the tears stretching through the wall like tendrils.
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A swimmer, drowning

She pulled at her collar suspiciously, feeling something had grazed her from behind. A
classmate, maybe, or simply the back of her neck hair interrupted, even for a split-second, the
path of a yellow post-it bearing a simple question: “Did you see what she was wearing?”
I mean, what else could it be? Ashton’s eyes stared dead ahead at the whiteboard bearing
the reflection of the overhead lights over dry-erase Calculus AB formulas. The bell rang
promptly at 3:18 and the swan song of another good day. She slung the frayed arm of her
backpack over her right shoulder and made her way to the exit before the teacher’s voice called
out to her.
“Ms. Vazquez, do you have a moment?”
Ashton pretended to sneeze to avoid Ms. Williams seeing her eyes roll up into her
forehead.
“Yes, ma’am.”
Ashton sauntered over to Ms. Williams’ desk and found the results of the test the class
had taken last Friday. A few names were at the top of the list, Ms. Williams finding it easier to
sort the class by those who had passed rather than those who had failed. Most of the class.
“I just wanted to let you know that this is the second-highest mark in the class, Ms.
Vazquez. That’s amazing!”
“Where did I mess up?”
“That’s nothing you should be too concerned about.”
“But it cost me a point, where did I mess up?”
“Well, over here in problem 72 you used a different rationalization for the formula, but
it’s very minor. Your test was as close to perfect as it could be.”
Ashton pressed her lips together and then stretched them out into a slow smile.
“I’ll have to be more careful with that. Thank you, Ms. Williams. See you next week!”
Ashton left the classroom and shouldered past Tommy and Tina, who never backed down
from each other or from the opportunity to make out in the most awkward of places. In this case,
right behind the door to the classroom.
Her lunchtime meal had now been sitting uncomfortably in her stomach for three hours
now. A sandwich with an unexpected dose of mayo that had ruined her total caloric intake for the
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day by seven calories. Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid, why did she have to forget her
lunch? If she didn’t eat, they were going to talk. Her classmates, her friends, just paying attention
at the flab on her normally-reedy shoulders. She headed to the locker to pick up her notebook for
the homework she was going to do rather than go out with Melissa for her birthday party. The
alley between locker rows was bathed in light, kissing the concrete with the mid-afternoon sun.
Roll, roll, roll, right; roll, roll, left; roll, roll, roll, right; pull, twist, unhook. Mechanical,
practiced, every movement refined into poetry, even the sliding of books and unzipping had a
grace to them. A shadow propped up behind her and Ash jumped, dropping a notebook into the
ground, meter ruined.
“Hi, Ash!” said Felicia, as Ash averted her eyes and finished placing her notebook in her
backpack’s front pocket. No, she had to make an appearance. She looked up at Felicia. Tall,
perfect Felicia, with her firm breasts, straight teeth, piercing olive eyes, and even perfect spacing
of freckles on the bridge of her nose. Perfect, non-lumpy, Felicia.
“Hey, Felicia.”
“What’s up? You going to the game tonight?”
“Oh, no, I completely forgot that was today. I promised my mom I had to run some
errands.”
“Bummer!”
“Yeah, but, Melissa’s party is tomorrow. Are you going?”
“Uh, duh, girl, you know I wouldn’t miss that for the world. I’ll be there a little early. Oh,
by the way, I just love what you did with your hair. I’m a little jealous.”
“T-thanks,” Ash blushed, awkwardly. Felicia could be a bad liar like that sometimes, and
naturally everything would appear unblemished in her radiance. “It’s a mess, really.”
“Oh, shut up. It looks great. Anyway, just wanted to check in, I will see you tomorrow,
then?”
“Yeah.”
Eyes turned to look at her as she made it back to her car, hungry eyes, horny eyes that
were misguided, wasting precious time on her inherent ugliness. This was a fact she understood,
embraced and loved, for in the pursuit of perfection it was okay to be a little negative.
Motivation was motivation no matter what shape it came in. The drive home to the suburbs was
lonely as usual, just her and her radio blasting empty lyrics and guitar harmonies. Mother was
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home, and she parked her car behind the silver suburban, already dreading what was waiting
inside. The smell of sweets and garlic, sugar and carbs that were completely unnecessary in her
daily diet.
“Hey honey!”
Her mother called from the kitchen. Ash reluctantly followed the mellifluous voice and
braced herself for temptation on the baking tray next to her mom.
“Hey mom.”
“You’re home early, I thought you’d be heading to the game!”
“No, I have a lot of homework to catch up on. I didn’t do too well on the calculus test last
week.”
“Aw, honey, I’m sorry. I know you really worked hard on it.”
“It’s okay, mom.”
“No, I understand how frustrated you get. Here, try this.”
Ash did her best not to recoil in disgust at what her mother held in her hand. It was a
buttermilk cookie with whipped cream, one of her mother’s favorite recipes.
“I ate a big lunch, mom, thank you.”
“Oh, don’t give me that, you need something to cheer you up.”
The smell was too much, Ash took a bite and swallowed it, forcing her smile again and a
twinkle in the eye.
“See!”
“Thanks, mom.” Ash said, feeling the crumbs and sugar particles sticking like ticks on
her tongue before washing them down her throat with saliva. That had to be 35 more calories to
ruin the count for the day.
“Well, go on then, finish your homework and maybe you can sleep earlier today, you
look like you could use some sleep.”
“Okay, mom.”
Ash climbed up stairs to her room, the white accents throughout the bed welcomed her
into her sanitary temple. She pushed her body against the door and locked it behind her, her
hands grasping the copper of the knob for support as the façade began crumbling. She pulled off
her uniform and the black thermal she wore underneath, her costume, slowly stripping down to a
white bra and panties. It was another practiced dance, the dance of the fall of the last petal in
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winter exposing the crooked black, gnarled roots of trees. She pressed the play button on her
home stereo and let the ambient sound blare more of her rock music as she headed to the
bathroom.
The tile felt cool and welcoming on her shins and knees as she knelt down to pray to the
marble throne. Right hand propped herself up and left hand slid into her mouth, two fingers
much more acceptable than the cookie. The insecurities came flowing out, the insecurities and
weaknesses that marked her as a flawed human being with extra flesh on her bones.
She stood up when she felt more confident, the rush making her shake slightly as she
picked herself up to the sink to rinse her mouth of. Another dance, cool in the mouth, the spit,
and the pull of the drawer to bring out the tape measure and Sharpie. She wrapped it around her
ribcage and made a tiny mark next to a series of marks.
Still not perfect.
She took the Sharpie and wrote three letters all over her stomach, no one was going to see
that mark of Cain anyway.
Still not perfect.
She pulled a loose shirt over herself and headed back to her room to study.
Still not perfect.
Not too old for nightmares.

The phone buzzing caused her to snap out of a restless nap. A small white spot of dried
spittle had formed at the nook of her elbow and arm. Red grooves from her spiral notebook were
imprinted in her arm, making tiny crosses with the white scarring from the past. The phone
continued buzzing and she glanced at the screen as the green icon turned to red. Then it started
buzzing again, the screen identifying the caller as Stephania N.; Ash slid her thumb to the right
and held the phone to her ear.
“Hello?”
“Neeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeerd,” the voice at the other end laughed. “Where the fuck
are you?”
“What’s going on, Steph?”
“You’re not going to the game?”
“No, I’ve got to study.”
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“And I’ve got to take my tampon out at some point.”
“Gross.”
“Not as gross as you spending a Friday night holed up in your room. What are you even
studying for?”
“Bio.”
“Fuck that,” Stephania said and Ash could almost hear her eyes rolling through the
phone. “It’s not even till two weeks from now. I’m coming over right now and picking your
skinny ass up.”
“Bu—“
“No buts. Bye.”
Well, shit. At least Stephania knew how to make her feel good. She went back to the
bathroom to shower and tidy up. The hard part wasn’t the clothing. That was ready to go in a
special hanger. A form-fitting white tee, purple cardigan, and her favorite pair of khaki pants.
But when it came to the make up on her damp skin, she had to make sure everything was up to
the most exacting standards. Her skin had to be relatively clean and dry, no trace amount of
humidity from the shower or from her tears. Primer to make the application of the mask easier.
Extra blush, extra bronzer and highlighter on her cheeks and skin to convey health.
Her eyes would be simple: Concealer to hide the bags under her eyes, a shimmery
highlight to add brightness to her lids and the inner corner of her eyes. Combined with the
mascara, she was the face of youthful exuberance and health. There was a rumble outside, the
flash of headlights, the sound of the doorbell and a door opening. Conversation, and the sound of
feet running up the stairs and the door to the room opened. Stephania stood there, wearing pink
leggings, ballet flats, and a grey sweater.
“Bitch, why are you not answering your phone?”
“I was getting ready!”
“Sheesh, you look good, let’s goooooooooo!”
“Fine.”
Ash followed Stephania downstairs to the kitchen, where her mother was making dinner.
“Well, looks like someone didn’t want to call it in early,” her mother giggled. “Good job,
Stephania!”
“Whatever mom, it’s Friday.”
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“Don’t stay out too late.”
Stephania drove them out of the affluent Washington Oak neighborhood and into the city,
back to the school and the athletic complex, making their way up the stands with Felicia and
Nancy.
“Hey Ash! Didn’t think you were going to make it!”
Stephania interjected. “She wanted to study.”
Ash shrugged sadly. “Yeah, but the test is next week anyway, so…”
Felicia laughed. “What are you even worrying for? Plus you’re already salutatorian and
that’s not going to change unless Thad falls sick and dies or something.”
“I guess.”
Ash turned her attention briefly to the game. Sports were a big component in her life and
the offseason killed her, with no tennis practices held until the spring semester, there would be
no extra workout sessions with the varsity team. It wasn’t enough to just watch the center,
Garrett, physically manhandle two rushers away from the quarterback. It wasn’t enough to see
Dalton fake a pass and hand the ball off to Kevin and watch him run a jet sweep around the
linemen, juke a corner, and fling himself forward for a touchdown. She wanted to run, too, she
wanted to be watched, to be admired, to be pretty, to be perfect.
“TOUCHDOWN, EGRETS!”
The girls all stood up to cheer, but it felt empty for Ash.

Felicia drove them to the post-game party at Bill’s, a cookout back at the suburbs while
his parents were away. Nothing too crazy, just enough to celebrate the team’s sixth consecutive
victory this season.
“Are you not going to eat anything?” Bill said as she approached the grill. He held out a
paper plate of grilled sausage drowned in barbecue sauce. It took all her strength not to retch in
front of him. Instead, she turned the bile inside in a curt smile. “Thank you, I had a big lunch and
then ate at home.”
Bill shrugged. “More for me!”
“Hey, pst, Bill,” Stephania said, coming up behind her. “I’m going to borrow her for a
bit.”

51

“Go right ahead,” he said, turning back to keep a close watch over the grill. Ash led
Stephania take her by the hand and pull her mercifully away from the nauseating smell of the
grill and off to the back porch area.
“Guess who’s here?”
“Who?”
“You know.”
Stephania arched her eyebrows and tipped her head ever-so-subtly at a corner where a
few guys in letterman jackets were discussing the finer points of the nearby professional football
team’s prospects in the playoffs. One of them had his back turned, broad shoulders and white
lettering on a red jacket reading Fairchild. Ash’s heart sank, she did not expect him to be here.
“You don’t seem excited. You’re supposed to seem excited! No, forget seem, you’re
supposed to BE excited.”
“I thought he didn’t like Bill!”
“Well, he doesn’t, but he’s friends with Bill’s brother so he’ll play nice. You should go
and say hi.”
“No, no, I’m fine. I’m not looking good tonight.”
“Ugh, what’s it with you? You’re fucking hot. Damn sight better looking than the fatass
he used to date. What was her name? Claudia?”
“It was Morgan.”
Morgan had been her doubles’ partner two years ago in junior varsity tennis, but she had
quit the team to focus more on her hobbies. She had also let herself go when she stopped playing
tennis. And once she ballooned up to an unhealthy 125 pounds, Ash knew she had really gone
off the deep end, that was when even their tenuous off-the-court friendship had ended.
“Ohhhhhh yeah! She was in my homeroom last year. Oh shit, I have to go say hi to
Nathan. Be right back!”
Ash watched her friend spun on her heel and walk away and then made a turn to her own
to go into the kitchen and get some water. That was when she made a turn to go back to the
kitchen and smacked herself into a six-foot-four body. She stumbled backwards but felt strong
hands grip her and help restore her balance. She looked up and her blood ran cold as she looked
up straight into Mark Fairchild’s chiseled jaw and grey eyes.
“Whoa, sorry!” he said, releasing his grip on her and smiling down.
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“No, no, I didn’t see you there…hi,” she said weakly.
“Hey Ash, how’s it going?”
“Fine, I guess. We won!” she added the last bit with a tiny fist pump that did not even
clear her neckline.
He shrugged.
“Against Valley Central. Might as well be playing our JV squad. You heading back
inside?”
Ash was about to say no, but she nodded nervously. She smelled the tart, fruity stench of
Red Bull on his breath, and smiled. Excess Vitamin B12 had the effect of curbing her appetite.
She followed him back inside and caught Stephania winking at her. That bitch.
“Let me fix you something,” he said as they arrived at the kitchen.
“Well…sure. Vodka, straight. One shot.”
Mark raised an eyebrow and grabbed a bottle from one of the shelves.
“I’m sure Bill won’t mind.”
Ash smiled as Mark poured only 97 calories into a clear shot glass. He poured one for
himself and raised it to Ash, it would restore her to equilibrium.
“For a good night.”
Ash smiled and took the shot. Plastic bottle vodka burned on the way down, but it was a
burning more easily handled than the burning bile she brought up earlier that afternoon. She
wanted to melt into his arms, touch his perfect bronze skin, be with him forever and not just in
the forty minutes she shared with him in their AP English class.
“Listen, Ash, can we talk?”
“About?”
He looked nervously around.
“I kind of want to ask you a few questions about homework.”
“At a party?”
“It’s embarrassing, I know, but, okay, no, nevermind.”
“Oh, come on,” she said. “I’ll help you out.”
“Alright, let’s find a quiet place. I know Bill has a guest room.”
“Okay.”
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She followed him, her heart close to her throat, beating a staccato rhythm. They ascended
up the stairs, past a couple very involved in each other’s necks. They stopped at a non-descript
wooden door and Bill opened it into an empty bedroom. He held open the door for Ash to head
in, and she smiled at him she walked in and sat on the bed. She tried not to look at the morbidly
obese woman staring at her through the room’s full-length mirror. She focused her attention on
the creases on his button down shirt, blue and grey untucked outside a pair of blue jeans, ending
in a pair of polished moccasins. He sat on the bed next to her and took a deep breath. The silence
held for three minutes.
“So, what’s so embarrassing that you didn’t want to discuss out there? Can’t be that bad.”
Mark laughed nervously.
“Okay, but promise not to laugh?”
“I promise.”
“Here goes.”
Another deep breath.
“I really, really like you and I think we should date.”
“What?!” Ash blurted the question out, almost spat it. Mark immediately clammed up
and turned away.
“I knew it was a bad idea, I shouldn’t have sai---“
“No, no, no,” she interrupted. “I’m just…surprised. Why?”
Why? I’m fat. I’m ugly. I’m stupid. I’m not the best. I’m ugly. I’m fat. I’m stupid.
“I don’t know, I’ve just always had this crush on you since last year.”
“I…I didn’t know.”
He shrugged.
“I kept it to myself. No point telling anyone else. Just imagine, you’re way out of my
league.”
No, no, no, no, I’m not, are you crazy? Look at my flabby arms. Look at my skin.
“That’s so not true.”
Who was this speaking for her?
“You’re this, I don’t know, it’s like everything about you jus—“
Ash cut him off with a kiss to his lips. His eyes widened as he was rendered speechless
for a split second before he returned the kiss, more fiercely, more passionate. She felt her body
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melt into his arms as she leaned against the bed. His hands were strong on her body, grabbing her
thigh as he pressed her against the bed. She tasted vodka and Red Bull in his mouth. What was
he tasting? Her self-esteem? Her weakness? Would his tongue touch her damaged gums? His
hands grabbed hers, and then started sliding down to her wrist, where he would feel the—
“Wait.”
He stopped, and pulled back.
“What? What’s wrong, Ash?”
She shook her head to clear the voices yelling inside her head.
“Sorry, I’m just a little bit sore from the gym yesterday. Here, let me help you.”
Let me help you off this shirt. Let me unbutton it slowly, gently, let me touch you.
Her hands slid through the shirt, gracefully picking apart the buttons, one by one.
“I really like you, too, Mark.”
I like that you’re looking straight into my eyes and not at my fat legs or looking at the
scars in my arms.
She pulled his shirt over his head and marveled at his chiseled body. No scars, no
permanent marker, just perfection. Ash laid her hands on him, slowly tracing over each muscle,
imagining her being cut from the same perfect marble. She pushed his body into hers and
unleashed a fury of kisses, her tongue dancing with his. Everything was perfect, his body was
hers, her legs driving his weight further into her. His hands traveled up her shirt and squeezed
her shoulder blades, she gasped in pleasure and opened her eyes into the nightmare mirror. In the
mirror she saw the image of Morgan, fat Morgan studying, fat Morgan crying her eyes out
behind her locker when she was dumped. Morgan eating her lunch alone while Ash and Felicia
made snide comments about her weight. She then saw Mark kissing her in that bedroom, saw
Mark laughing at her obese body; she saw Mark loving her, she saw Mark hating her. He was
perfect, she wasn’t.
“NO!”
She pushed him off her and stood up, backing into a wall.
Those eyes, they’re scared. He knows how fat I am GOD I’M SO FUCKED UP
“Ash? What’s wrong?”
YOU’RE PERFECT I’M NOT I’M FAT I’M UGLY I’M STUPID
“You’re perfect! I’m not! I’m fat! I’m ugly! I’m stupid!”
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“What? No, Ash, what? You’re none of that!”
The tears began flowing freely from her eyes, her fingers clawing at the plaster of the
wall behind her.
“Yes! You hate me! You don’t think that! That’s why you dumped Morgan! She was too
fat for you. You need someone perfect! I’m not perfect! Look at how fucked up I am!”
Look at my scars. Look at my toilet. Look at how I fucked up. Look at how I am fucking
this up. Look at my nightmare. Please love me.
“Ashley…please calm down. What are you talking about?”
“Morgan. You dated her two years ago. You dumped her because she was fat. And she
was, she stopped working out and let herself go. You remember.”
Mark grew pale.
“Ashley, Morgan dumped me.”
“No, that’s not right. You dumped her. She told us. And we knew it was because she was
fat. Just like I am, a fat, stupid cow. LOOK!”
Look at me.
She grabbed her shirt and tore it form her upper body.
“Ash, if anyone knows who dumped who, it’s the guy who fucking got dumped. You
know why? She cheated on me. She wasn’t happy. It had nothing to do with how she looked, I
loved the way she looked. I love the way you look.”
“No you don’t, look at me, I’m not healthy. I’m fucked up.”
“Ash, you’re beautiful, everything about you is wonderful.”
Ash broke down into tears, her frail body racked by sobs as he sat on the edge of the bed.
“You don’t mean that.”
“I do, every day, I think about you, I think about kissing you, about holding your hand,
about being with you.”
Her cries grew louder, and as she looked up to respond, the door opened. Felicia stood
there, looking at Mark, then at Ash, then back at Mark and her face began contorting into one of
rage.
“BILL!”
“Wait, Felicia…” Ash started to say before her friend cut her off.
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“BILL! Ash, what the fuck did this asshole do to you?” She turned to Mark, who was
shocked into silence.
“Felicia, I didn’t—“
“SHUT UP! BILL!”
Footsteps ran up the stairs and the next thing became a blur. Ash was horrified as Bill
came through the door and saw the scene.
“You fucker, I knew I should have kicked you out of here. What the fuck do you think
you’re doing?”
“It’s not what you think it is, you shithead!” Mark replied, standing up to his full frame.
Bill rose to the challenge.
“Fuck you, get the fuck out of my house.”
“How about you fuck off and let me finish here?”
Bill’s response was to launch himself into Mark, their combined weight breaking the
frame of the bed as they flew into a barrage of punches.
See, this is what you start, you piece of shit.
No one heard that voice over the sound of fighting, but Ash did. She looked at the mirror,
her fat twin was sneering at her.
You should have stayed home. Now look at what you’ve done. You’re such a fuck up.
“Please, shut up,” she whispered to herself. Bill had pulled away from Mark and was
about to pick up his cellphone before Mark brought his fist up and into his stomach. As Bill fell,
one of his friends grabbed Mark and shoved him into the wall, following immediately with a jab
across the face. Felicia was screaming for help and more people crowded the hallway to witness
the cause of the ruckus. Ash’s twin laughed, growing bigger and bigger with each giggle; she no
longer fit inside the frame of the mirror.
Ash stood up, ignoring Mark suddenly pushing the other guy off with a head-butt to the
nose. He made a break for the door but Bill tackled him from the legs and brought him down.
Ash walked to the mirror, her twin laughing and laughing and laughing and laughing.
“SHUT. UP!”
Her fist flew out. Glass broke. Blood flew out.
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Conversations with Tiffany

I met her after work one Friday afternoon. We were both in my car, the engine idling as I
skipped three track. “There are delays out on all of the roads,” she said. “On I-45, the north
expressway, it’s 55 minutes between downtown and The Woodlands.”
It was the voice of the angels, really, filtering in between segments of whether or not the
Rockets were going to make any big moves in the offseason. The Astros were still terrible.
I looked at her. Her voice wasn’t syncing up with her body. I still listened as I started
driving. Skyscrapers loomed all around me and summer heat beat down in triple figures and my
sweat dripped a metronome onto the steering wheel cover.
“The accident on the North Sam is gone,” she said, her voice drizzled honey in my ears.
“But there is still a big stall on 290, and one on I-45 southbound at the Hardy Toll Road.”
I played some music to drown her out, just for a few minutes. I am tone deaf. I switch off
the CD player and songs of high school summers and turn to her again. I pictured her in the
studio and my heart experiences that familiar constriction it used to have whenever I would walk
into Professor Waller’s Atmospheric Science class in my sophomore year of college. Professor
Waller had curly hair that went down just past her shoulder and adorable freckles around her
eyes. Tiffany would not have curly hair, she seems to be the type to iron it every morning and
look into the mirror with the most beautiful jade-green eyes. She’d clear her throat with
mouthwash and do vocal exercises in front of the mirror before driving to work early in the
morning, to be ready at her station before the first lights of dawn.
“It’s still 45 minutes from I-10 the Katy Freeway to Beltway 8.”
It is easy to avoid clichés when you have nothing constructive to say. Left hand grips the
steering wheel, right hand feels thighs through jeans.
Heading eastbound. If we don’t get off on the downtown exit we will run out of the state.
My car is a mess, an extension of the entropy of my room. Chaos underfoot reminds me of the
traffic clusterfuck in front of me on workdays. A soft drink truck spreads water near where an
SUV overturned. No one was injured, but a lot of necks were strained due to acute rubberneckitis. Heads stretched in morbid curiosity. Hoping for blood so they have something to talk about
that evening over dinner.
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The rain caused an accident right before my exit, Washington and Studemont. The right
lane is blocked and people are backed up all the way to the 610 loop. Luckily I got off earlier.
Tiffany doesn’t talk to me when I get out of the car. As the engine revs down, so does her
desire to talk. If I’m going to be paying attention to the television, why should she bother? She’s
right. Why would I care about the five car pile-up on the on-ramp near Voss? Traffic’s stopped
all along the frontage road.
They call it the feeder here. Like it gorges on cars and occasionally retches them out in
order to ruin someone’s day. These are the things Tiffany cares about when I am at home. It
reminds me of the first time I met Tiffany. I had never been one to listen to the radio because
every day my iPod would be plugged in to the car’s auxiliary jack. If I happened to leave the
iPod at home I would still have at least four CDs ready to go. I couldn’t really stand listening to
Houston radio after waking up every morning listening to AM Radio Gallito throughout my
childhood in the Rio Grande Valley. American talk radio was nails on a chalkboard, I tell you.
But then the unexpected happened. I had left the iPod at home and I had borrowed a friend’s car
while my car was in the shop and left the CDs there. I was forced to listen to the radio. That’s
when I first heard her voice, announcing a stall on the right lane near the Grand Parkway. I
imagined her introducing herself to me at a house party as one of the host’s friends. She seemed
to be the type that preferred small parties over hitting the club, because I could hear her voice
loud and clear without interference from the heavy bass. A conversational voice so full of
awareness and knowledge in twenty second soundbites.
I walk into my apartment. Politely nod to my roommate. Beeline it to the bathroom. Do
my business. Exit out the second door to my room. Plop down on the bed.
“Juan, I’m going to go have dinner with Fred and A.J., do you want to come with?”
“No, I’m fine, I’ve got stuff to do.”
I used my elbows to push myself up to the radio and turned it on. Luke wasn’t leaving.
“Dude, bullshit, you’re not going to do shit.”
“I have stuff to do.”
“Okay, cool, whatever. You need to get out more.”
“Thanks!”
Luke left, and I turned to face the spinning fan and wait for Tiffany to call. I didn’t have
to wait long, because after David talked about the Astros, Tiffany’s honeyed voice came on,
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telling me about crews clearing up the accident just off the Pin Oak exit. I remember it got to the
point where I would listen to the radio and just wait patiently for Tiffany’s voice to come on to
tell me all about the traffic that day. I even went out and got myself one of those portable FM
players that quickly replaced my iPod as my tool of choice when I went out on my afternoon
walks. I fantasized about Tiffany walking with me whenever I heard her voice, she’d be
whispering in my ear through the plastic earbud. She would only come out once every twenty to
thirty minutes but it was worth the wait, it was worth listening to bad Top 40 songs.
It was hard to explain how it all began, but even while studying I would drop everything
for those twenty seconds of her voice. And I would drop everything for the 5 minutes before the
top of the hour when she would come on. And the five minutes after to see if there was some
sort of delay. The worst was when she called in sick and Clint Loomis would take over. I mean
sure, I got a lot more done that day but his voice was awful. He his voice was made of gravel and
whiskey and not honey and lilac like Tiffany’s. He was the type of guy who would wear white
socks with black dress shoes and brown belt while he was at it. Tiffany would be the type to
wear a white summer dress and gladiator sandals to be comfortable in the radio booth.
But just as Tiffany filled that void in my life, I felt like we were growing distant. We
hadn’t seen each other and I thought it was high time we take the next step in our relationship. It
was getting to be a little bit one-sided, I listened to a lot but at some point I did want to be
listened to. Or at least acknowledged, because I would talk to her in the afternoons. I would tell
her about my day at work and she would tell me about yet another car accident. I called the radio
station and asked for Tiffany.
“Who?” it was a young voice that sounded of college and boredom.
“Tiffany. The traffic girl?”
“Oh, traffic. They don’t have an extension.”
“It’s important I speak with her.”
“Who did you say you were?”
How to answer that question? What was I to Tiffany? A friend, a fan, a listener, a lover? I
did love her voice, after all.
“It’s Juan.”
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The line went blank for a moment and then another voice picked up. It was the voice of
gravel and whiskey, the voice of Clint.
“Thank you for calling 9…”
“Yes, can I speak to Tiffany?”
“She’s not in, can I leave a message?”
Should I have trusted him then?
“Can you tell her Juan called? It’s important.”
“Okay, and may I ask what you’re calling about, Juan?”
“I’d prefer it if you didn’t.”
“Well, I can’t just leave a message like that.”
“Just please do it, thank you.”
I disconnected before Clint asked more questions. I couldn’t stand Clint. I wondered if
Clint and Tiffany were seeing each other but that was irrational because they worked different
days and it would not be easy to have a relationship like the one I did with Tiffany. He would
have to listen to her every day like I did. It was a crazy thought, and I was silly for acting jealous
of Clint. Tiffany would have nothing to do with someone with a voice of gravel and whiskey.
Two weeks later and I still had not received a call, I wonder why. I knew Tiffany was
going there because I heard her on the radio five times on Monday, in-between study breaks that
had now been stretched out from five minutes to fifteen minutes because I had to make sure. I
felt Tiffany would not just up and call me, she would be the kind to be cryptic. She was
definitely the type of woman who was into enigmas and puzzles.
On Friday, she said that traffic was clear southbound on the Gulf Freeway. That meant
she was planning on heading to Galveston Bay for the weekend, more than likely with her
friends for a bachelorette party and spend the day walking the coastline.
On Tuesday, her statement that traffic had backed up on 610 North meant that there was a
lot of people at the Galleria and she was enjoying trying out new summer dresses from The Gap.
On Thursday, her statement that there was construction delaying traffic on Highway 290
near Tidwell. That where the movie theater was, indicating that she was going to go see an early
afternoon showing of the film she had been wanting to see.
I drove out to the studio that Saturday morning. The class I was supposed to teach could
wait, after all, high school seniors should not be studying on a Saturday morning, not during
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football season. Tiffany would have been one of those students, she would be the kind of student
to sleep in after staying up late Friday nights studying. It would give her a free Saturday. I parked
my car a block away because I didn’t want to give Tiffany too much of a start. I had packed a
lunch and a book, to wait for Tiffany. I knew what she would be wearing that day, it would be a
casual weekend, so jeans and a polo, probably, and her long brunette hair tied back in a ponytail
coming out of a dark blue Houston Texans cap. She would walk with a confident strut because
she knows the catch she is for the one lucky guy. I was hoping it’d be me.
But nothing happened that day. Tiffany didn’t show up, even though I waited until
sundown, and past ten p.m., there would be no one but DJ Ultramarine manning the station. On
Sunday, I repeated the procedure, the only difference would be that my lunch would be
interrupted by a phone call from my roommate.
“Juan.”
“Yep.”
“Whaaaaaaaaat are you doing?”
“I’m busy.”
“Doing what? Don’t you have tutoring today?”
“No, that was yesterday.”
“I thought you had something today. Anyway, do you mind getting milk and eggs when
you come back? I don’t feel like leaving the apartment anymore.”
“Alright.”
“When will you be back?”
“Not sure. Depending on Tiffany.”
“Who the hell is Tiffany?”
“It’s a girl.”
“Since when? You have barely even left your room.”
“I value my privacy.”
“You are a strange man, Juan. Have fun, don’t forget about the milk.”
“I won’t.”
I hung up and decided to stick around for a few more hours before heading home, Tiffany
did not show up that day but as I started the drive home, I began laughing. Of course Tiffany
would not be working here today, it was Sunday, she’d be at church and then she would be
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having a few friends over for some Sunday morning mimosas. The next day, I returned. I figure
school could wait one day, I could easily blow off the graduate seminar I had that morning. I
decided to go inside the studio this time. There was a heavy-set woman with horn-rimmed
glasses manning the front desk. Her name tag said her name was Sheila and when she asked me
who I was her voice sounded like satin sliding over marbles.
“Hi, my name is Juan, I’m here looking for Tiffany.”
“Tiffany?”
“Yes, the girl from the traffic.”
“Is she expecting you?”
“No.”
“Oh, well, we can’t just let people here unauthorized.”
“I can wait.”
“Er, we don’t really have a lobby for you to wait at, we don’t really open for the public.”
“Well, I will wait outside.”
“Right, you can’t do that. Here, let me see what I can do.”
She pulled the phone on her desk to her ear and looked up.
“Yes, can you send them down here real quick? Thank you.” She turned back to Juan.
“Someone will come see you in a few seconds.”
Footsteps sounded down the hallway, but instead of the woman of my dreams I saw a
beefy rent-a-cop. Martinez, the tag said.
“Sir, if you could please come with me?” his voice sounded like a gym teacher’s voice.
“What is this for? I’m just here to see Tiffany.”
“Sir.”
The security guard took two steps closer to me and I held up my hands.
“I will leave. Tell Tiffany Juan says hi.”
I turned to leave, I understood why I was leaving. Tiffany would not be the type of
woman to just shirk work to say hi to someone. She was a hard-worker like that. I would have to
come back tomorrow and surprise her, maybe this time I could wait outside, I didn’t have to
come in and put Sheila in the awkward position of seeing Tiffany and I embrace.
When I returned the next day, I had packed an extra lunch of tacos, I was sure Tiffany
would like to share, because she had mentioned that there was an overturned grocery truck
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blocking off 59 South towards Hobby Airport. That area has what I guessed would be her
favorite tacos, so I swung by to pick up some that morning. I had called the studio and let them
know my plans so they could tell Tiffany that I would be waiting for her to have lunch.
I parked my car a block away, waiting for Tiffany again. I was too distraught by her
telling me that there would be an hour delay heading into downtown on 45 that I did not notice
the flash of red and blue lights parking behind me.
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The Ritual

Juanjo swam up to the diving platform that jutted dangerously over the edge of the lake.
It was finally time for his rite of passage: entry into the cool kids club.
The platform was cool to the touch, a sea foam slab of concrete coated in textured paint
to keep kids from slipping on the inch of water that pooled beneath the diving board. It bobbed
from side to side under his added weight, anchored only by three blocks of iron on the lake floor.
Twenty children waded around the lake, laughing, yelling, and piling on the diving platform,
precisely as the sign hammered to the ladder explicitly told them not to do. . It was a sunny day
for eight-year-old anarchy, parents in beach chairs nearby, talking about the game and days gone
by when they themselves were engaged in reckless abandon near the lake.
“You won’t jump!” shouted Hopkins nearby, making his own wet struggle onto the
platform, ready to push Juanjo over the edge if he didn’t dare to go through the ritual.
The parents nearby only casually turned their faces to the boys crowding the diving
board, their eyes glassy from the bottomless pitchers of mimosas from the clubhouse and Sunday
reminders of their own experiences at the lake.
Hopkins placed a curled finger on the last rung of the latter, his dark hair pasted to his
forehead. He wiped the sopping wet strands from his eyes with his free hand and took a step
upward. “You suck, you won’t—“
Before he opened himself up for further ridicule, Juanjo took a leap of faith into the
enveloping blackness and landed belly-first. Water exploded from the surface with a splash,
coating the faces and legs of the other boys on the platform, and a loud slap that echoed all the
way to the beach and reverberated through time. He swam through the current of a swimming
pool that had once been Apache land before being colonized by a Texian rancher who fought
under Colonel Juan Seguin in the war for Texas and then was wounded during the Battle of Palo
Alto where he fought under General Zachary Taylor. He returned from the war to tend to his land
and his family held the land for three generations before one of the heirs was accused by the
Texas Rangers of something or other and was lynched. The rest sold their land to the Kenedy
family and moved with their wealth to Monterrey.
Seconds passed, then minutes.
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Juanjo swam through the current of the Rio Grande, one side under the water, one stroke
over the water, following algae, fish, and the bodies of three immigrants as the water flowed into
the floodplains and into the Gulf of Mexico and disappeared into a political boundary that was
neither here nor there.
Hopkins, hair once again in his eyes, rubbed his palms against the beads of water on his
forehead and stared at the calmed surface of the water. All the boys nearby stopped their
splashing and laughter and treaded water in silence.
“Juanjo?” Hopkins whispered. His freckled face scrunched in confusion.
When he didn’t surface, a few concerned parents looked around, thinking he had run off
somewhere. Others stared into the ground, silent and impotent.
Juanjo continued swimming under the water, through the grate and into the piping
pumping pressure and chlorine into the pool. He became the vessel containing fifty percent of his
own DNA code through the bloodstream and into an egg, a mother, and the other fifty percent.
He saw a young couple having dinner at Blackbeard’s in South Padre Island and intertwining
their hands as they saw the fireworks rise high in the sky over Louie’s Backyard, exploding like
nocturnal orgasms the couple felt that night. Juanjo swam like an electrical current, pulsing as an
ultrasound reflected his visage.
A reflection on the water.
The lake was dredged a few days later – rescue crews found no remains of the ritual.
A few months, twenty news stories and one feature piece on Nancy Grace’s Headline
News Tonight later, mom and dad returned to their home one day. Mrs. Quiñones rang the
doorbell, earning her an aggravated look from her husband.
“Why do you do that? No one’s there.”
Just as she began reaching for her keys, the door slowly opened and Juanjo looked up at
his parents, still in his swimming trunks.
“Hey amá, hey apá,” he said, cherubic face still wet. “Where were you?”

66

You are what you eat

There was a time when I was happy, a round-faced little kid running around in the
backyard, engaging in sword fights with ghosts and aliens and monsters. And I’d kill them
sometimes, but most of the times I’d just defeat them. This victorious general would then return
to the air-conditioned banquet hall and throw a triumph, feasting on milk and cookies.
I was a winner. To others, I was a jolly kid, any sharp edges rounded out and dulled with
a charming smile and two cheeks my aunts loved to pinch at family reunions before handing me
a buttered tortilla dripping with fat and delicious beans. Their gordito. In high school and
college, the social functions with family went on the decline and the social functions with friends
and classmates were the new hot pancakes in my life. Then it stopped being about that growing
boy, that Roman legionnaire feasting on the spoils of war and it started being about how
worthless it all was. At some point I was no longer the cute kid with the cherub’s cheeks; I was
the boy in the XXL tee shirt, a shadow behind smaller bodies in photos.
“Damn, you sure can eat a lot.”
“Damn, you sure can eat a lot.”
One is faint praise, the other is scorn. A child who could be considered a plus as a friend
for being able to put away an entire pizza at a pizza party was never invited out to the ‘grown up’
parties as a junior or senior in high school or freshman or sophomore in college. Fat lot of good it
did me to be a happy person when everyone would avoid you. Their silence was thick, and when
I dared probe the absence of sound my hands became coated with butter. I felt so gross, so
pathetic. A stranger to the form I lived in, full and yet so empty, seeking nothing but wholeness.
If I am what I eat then I am misery with a side order of cholesterol. Misery also goes well with a
glass of tears, salted and smoked in my room’s cozy darkness, blue fire from the computer glare,
the modem a crackling log.
When I did brave the outside it was to a world that hated me. Wherever I went to eat, the
questions clogged the air.
“Is he going to eat that?”
“Wow, the poor thing. I wonder why he thinks a diet coke is going to make things better.”
“I can’t look at that. Isn’t there someplace else he’d rather be?”
“Does he know how gross he looks?”
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These disembodied voices echoed in my head, genderless, ageless, just traumas relived in
the recesses of my mind.
The scorn reserved for smokers was doubled for people with other kinds of addictions. At
least they had a sign and a form of brotherhood. Meanwhile I had to deal with strangers’ eyes
watching me as I walked back home and had a small dinner of two grilled cheese sandwiches, a
side of fries, and a half-liter of coke. I took a deep breath to steel myself before standing up from
the table to take the dishes to the sink. Every step was punctuated by a jolt of searing fire
shooting up from the front part of my knee, and a flash of a large room with foam carpets from
the day before. Imagine this, two times a week you sit down with someone who’s causing you
pain with the best of intentions but inadvertently shames you for about an hour and a half. Oh,
and you’re paying $150 a week for that.
“Doctor’s orders.”
The MD next to his name basically meant I had to do as he said. A voluntarily mandatory
situation where I either went to physical therapy to learn how to manage walking again after a
series of cartilage tears on my knee…or I let the entire joint disintegrate with my added weight.
After registering and waiting for 20 minutes surrounded by six-month-old National Geographic
magazines and CNN on mute, I was led to a small office where the PT assistant put me through a
battery of restated questions that I knew he had the answers for because Dr. Hernandez had faxed
them over the weekend before.
“Don’t worry,” he said. The therapist said his name was Billy, and he was my age. He
laughed when he saw that our birthdays were a day apart, his on the 23rd of August, 1987 and
mine on the 22nd. The other, more glaring difference is that Billy’s face and complexion was
blemish-free. I had thick, round cheeks and a splash of “benign acanthosis nigricans” going from
the right side of my nose to my chin. The benign was a bit of a cruel joke on nature’s end, sure, it
wasn’t going to kill me, but it also wouldn’t make me a catch in the dating pool. A pool that I
admittedly hadn’t been involved with unless we count that brief online relationship with a
Colombian girl I met through an online game.
“I know you’re apprehensive, but, we have to set some goals,” Billy said. “And our first
goal should be what?”
“To get better.” I muttered, trying hard not to roll my eyes.
“Exactly, and we’re going to take it step by step. Literally. Are you with me?”
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“I don’t have a choice.”
“Yes, you do, and the choice should be to get better. Here, let’s walk over to the recovery
room where we’ll begin your exercise.”
The tears that came that night were tears of pain. Not physical pain, but emotional pain
because of the people that were in that room. Athletes and people recovering from car accidents.
How embarrassing to be taking up space when there was an older gentleman who got t-boned on
Westheimer and Montrose by someone running a red light. That wasn’t his choice. Or the high
school sophomore running back who was well on his way to a 1,000-yard rushing season before
a chop block from a cross-town rival caused him to tear his MCL. People whose bodies
respected them. I looked down at my swollen knee. My body had betrayed me.
Instead of dessert tonight, I found myself going to the bathroom for the pills I still had to
take every eight hours on alternating days. It had been a year since I blew out my knee already,
and Billy still called the medicines candy. He felt that that would have made them either easier to
swallow or the secondary effects, the nausea, the sleeplessness, the stomach pains, a little bit
easier to manage. Candies after dinner. What fat kid wouldn’t want that? Only the candy bottles
were orange, and the labels stuck on them had my name and the dosage. Pills to curb the
appetite, then pills to counter the nausea, then pills to counter the sleeplessness, and then pills to
help me manage my pain better because the pain never completely goes away, even when my
conscious self recedes to the invisibility of unconsciousness.

Waking up is never easy for me. I have to open my eyes and then shut them quickly again
to outlast the rush of nausea that comes. I’m lucky this morning, but for most of the week I have
a bucket conveniently placed on the wood-paneled floor beside the bed. Then there is the process
of getting up from the bed, sauntering over to the bathroom to shower carefully, using the
industrial-grade handholds that Billy and Dr. Hernandez had recommended I put in. I didn’t
resist when they told me, only because I knew that I would not be able to handle my weight if I
slipped. Good job, self-aware fatty! After thirty minutes in the shower, I changed and went to my
car. The car dipping down to almost scrape the concrete of the parking garage was its mechanical
hello. I tapped the handicapped placard on the rearview mirror and turned on the engine. The
DMV gave it to me for my knee injury, but I knew that the reason I got it was actually for the
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proximate cause of the knee injury, was because of my own problems. You want a reason for the
pain? I’ll give you 350 reasons on a 5’10” frame.

Work allowed me an escape of sorts. A brick-and-mortar bookstore that has been serving
for the last couple of years as window-shopping for customers who would go home and purchase
their books through Amazon for a few bucks less. Management let me have a stool on hand as I
worked the register, the shift that I tended to take because it no one wanted to man that station. I
also didn’t ask too many questions about the impromptu hangouts in the staff break room
without me, or how Renee and Darrell always clocked out just a few minutes early to go to their
car and make out. They all gave me my space and I gave them theirs. The only other trade-off
was that I had worked it out with them and management that Wednesday evenings I would have
my schedule blacked out to go to my sci-fi book club. Today was a slow day, I even had time to
read the book we had selected, Old Man’s War, between each customer I rung up; which had
been a rarity the last two weeks once Katy started manning the other register. Katy was in town
for the summer. She was Persian, tall and lean with dark eyes and perfectly-made eyebrows that
were adorned with multiple piercings. We had not had a proper conversation beyond a simple
hello-how-are-you-good-thanks. Outside of that, she paid more attention to the phone she kept
underneath the register than she did to me, or even to the customers. I saw some of them get
flustered with the customer service, but who were they to judge? I saw one of our store regulars
who was here every week ignore me the same way for a whole month straight.
That’s one thing I didn’t understand…I was invisible. With all the volume, with all the
mass, with all the space I took up, I was invisible. When I clocked out at 6 p.m., I said my
goodbye to Katy and her response was a reply to a Facebook post on her phone. The walk was a
short one to my car, my white-on-blue placard allowed me the dubious privilege of taking up one
of the handicapped spots in front of the store. A woman in a form-fitting suit and skirt was being
led by her young daughter into the store. The woman’s eyes darted from her daughter, to my
receding figure, to the blue card on my car, and then up to the skies as she shook her head.
Whenever my existence was acknowledged, it was as if to acknowledge I was a burden on
humanity, or cheating an opportunity from someone who was “honestly” disabled.
When I arrived to the book club, I saw a few new faces no doubt people that had been
wanting to check the group out to add to their own monotony. We met at a Mediterranean
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restaurant near one of the city’s used bookstores to discuss a convention in town that was in town
for the weekend. I ordered the usual, an appetizer platter for me and myself. The comic expo
would have long lines outside, never too friendly for my skin, just to get in. Even though I had a
cane, standing around for that long of a period and still walk around would be incredibly painful.
“Hey Juan,” said Thomas, over a bite of crackers with hummus. “Do you want to go?”
Thomas was one of the few who did not see me as invisible. The cynic that took up my
entire inner self had trouble believing that if it wasn’t for his own actual disability he would not
even acknowledge my own existence.
“Yep, but I think I have a shift that day,” I lied.
“So, call in sick?”
“I think they’ll know why I called in sick. And we tend to get busy on Saturday
mornings.”
“Why would you need to go Saturday morning? I’m thinking about Saturday afternoon.”
“Right, but the passes are only sold in the morning.”
“I’m getting a few extras because my brother is working security. I’ll spot you one.”
“What’s in it for you?”
“Nothing, but if you want, we can carpool and you can buy me lunch.”
“Fair deal. What time, then?”
“Noon? The best panels are in the afternoon.”
“Okay.”
I looked down at my plate. A single ball of fried falafel rolled into the three spoonfuls of
hummus that were left over. Everything else had been made invisible.

It was my heart that woke me up the next morning, I opened my eyes and I couldn’t
move otherwise. I felt as if my own weight had sat down on my chest and refused to move. I
yelled out at the top of my lungs for help, but only the tiniest of whispers came out. After the
initial shock, I realized that I was going through sleep paralysis again, one of the side-effects of
the candy cocktail I took every other night. Not that there was any comfort as I forced myself to
move to the side, fingers and toes first and then finally roll on down to my stomach and jolt
myself awake. My heart was racing and I scanned the room for any threats, imagined or
otherwise; but nothing was there. I looked at the cat-shaped clock on the wall and saw that it was
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four in the morning. No point heading back to sleep. I rolled out of bed and limped to the kitchen
to get a glass of orange juice from the fridge. A post-it from Billy was taped to the freezer –
“General well-being is 80% nutrition.” I diluted the juice with some water and then headed to the
living room to play videogames for a few hours and distract myself with thoughts of sword and
sorcery before I had to head into work.
The air-conditioning hit me with a wave of cool air and the ever-present faint smell of
vanilla coming from the books. The morning crowd on Thursday was a collection of
businessmen and a few college students who preferred the Starbucks to one of the local chains. A
few mothers had taken to using the kids’ section as an impromptu daycare while they had a cup
of coffee and a modicum of silence in their daily routine. He wondered how Chad put up with it,
he suspected alcohol. As two in the afternoon drew nearer, Darrell approached me.
“Hey man. What’re you doing for lunch?”
“I brought a sandwich from home.”
“Boring. Let’s hit up the Salata down the street.”
“And Renee?”
“Renee can go grab lunch with her ex-boyfriend.”
“Ouch.”
“Yeah. So, the new chick is going to come with, too. Do you think that’s going to be a
problem? I didn’t want it to be weird and just ask her out for lunch solo, you know?”
“And I’ll make it less weird?”
“C’mon man, you get to be my wingman.”
“There is something that makes me uneasy about trying to date coworkers.”
“Man, the thing with Renee was a one-off thing. We kept it pro, and if this works out, I’m
going to keep it pro with this girl.”
“And what if it doesn’t work? Or worse,” I paused. “It works?”
Darrell shrugged and opened his mouth to say something, but then Katy returned from
the bathroom to take up the station next to me.
“Catch you later.”
Truth be told, I didn’t want to go. Being invisible was easier in a large environment
where I could fade in with the décor, but in a small environment, I was much more aware, much
more vulnerable in my fading from view. I want you to picture a cockroach. If you see one off in
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the corner of a large room, it’s basically whatever. But if one’s in your table, and you’re aware of
the paper-thin exoskeleton, the creepy brownness and the antennae moving from side to side, you
recoil in disgust. I thought about how that cockroach would taste as the lunch hour finally hit.
Darrell came by the station as I locked it and nodded his head towards the door.
“Ready?”
“I guess.”
“She’s meeting us there. She just had to hit the restroom first.”
I followed Darrell to his car and made sure that he got in first. I didn’t want him to take
notice of the way the frame would sink to the ground when I sat down. He turned on the radio for
the short drive and I was made invisible as the sounds of Paul Wall and Chingo Bling flooded the
beat-up Corolla. As we ordered our salads, I did my best to avoid staring lasciviously at the
different kinds of dressing. I ordered them to go and a few cold cuts before I sat down with
Darrell and Katy.
“So, how are you liking your first weeks?” Darrell asked. Katy gave a half-hearted shrug.
“It’s fun, I guess. Gives me something to do.”
“I know what you mean,” Darrell said. And just like that, I receded into invisibility, as if
Darrell and Katy were predators who could only see movement. If I stayed still, they wouldn’t
notice me at all. I continued eating my salad in silence, the spinach and lettuce cold and bitter
without any dressing on them. That is when I moved. I opened one of the ranch cups and started
dribbling a little bit on the bowl…and then I couldn’t stop myself. I let the plastic cup continue
hemorrhaging ranch dressing until my plate below me resembled cereal. Katy looked at me, and
then at the plate.
“Uh, I take it you like ranch, huh?”
“A little. I didn’t want to put too much.”
“It defeats the purpose of getting a salad if you’re going to use that much. Might as well
just stick to fried food.”
I said nothing, just smiled sheepishly and returned my attention to the plate. And just like
that, I was invisible again.
On the drive back, Darrell was waxing poetic about Katy’s legs, thighs, eyes, and even
the way she walked.
“She is a little rude, don’t you think?” I volunteered.
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“Yeah, but, c’mon, don’t be so defensive. She’s cool. You can be a bit of a jerk,
remember that one time you didn’t want to change shifts with Chad?”
“He was hungover and I had worked a double that day.”
“Well, yeah, but, you know, it’s the principle of the matter.”
I thought about protesting, but thought better of it.

That night, sitting at my table, eating dinner, I kept on replaying the awkward moment at
lunchtime over and over again. It was one more conversation, one more judgment on a fat list of
obscenity-related judgments. To an extent, the guess of the predator instinct was there. If I was
going to have to move, I would be threatened. I stood up to go to the kitchen and prepare my
drug cocktail. Looking through the bottles, I thought about the immobility, and the invisibility of
sleep. Maybe there was something to be said for dreaming for a long time.
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Halogen eyes

The sun set four hours ago, somewhere around seven or eight. At least that’s what he
calculated from the slow transition of yellow, then orange, then red, then pink, purple and finally
black through the blinds of the office.
In front of him were the tools of the trade. A Nikon SLR, a tattered yellow reporter’s
notebook with a Pilot G-2 bold point caught in the spiral at the top, the soccer team’s roster with
red and yellow lines indicating substitutions and bookings for the night’s game. An empty box of
pizza, cardboard damp with grease and crumpled up white Kleenex stained sauce red and orange
were lined up geometrically along the box’s outer edges.
A few keystrokes and the story went up on the internet just as the moon hit ninety
degrees on its protractor. No scoops tonight, not on his watch. He looked at the watch on his
wrist and grabbed the lanyard from its green thumbtack perch off the cubicle wall. Socks left
carpet and burrowed themselves in beat-up, grass-stained sneakers. He tied each shoe, first left,
then right, then untied them and tied them again, counting how long it took to complete the task,
the toes inside his shoe tapping with each passing second. A few stretches and he was out the
door, jiggling the handle one, two, three, seven times to ensure everything was locked, with a
few shoulder thumps to appease any lingering anxiety. Satisfied, it did not budge from the frame.
The university drive was empty of sights but rich with sound at this time of night. The
chirp of cicadas, the high-pitched buzz of mosquitoes; the Doppler Effect carried the sound of
unseen cars crunching on distant gravel. The smell of damp soil mixed with the sweat that had
begun pooling instantly at his brow after only a split-second of being outside.
His keychain flew up in the air and then his hand caught it on the descent, pressing the
grey unlock button on the key alarms three times. Two halogen eyes blinked at him from outside
the vacant coffee shop next door.
As his fingers touched the cool metal, the transformation began. The twist of the key was
the twist of genetic code that allowed for flesh to turn into metal and organs to turn into
polycarbonate. Every Thursday night, an automatic transmission from the human to the artificial,
the breathing of lungs replaced by a soft ffffffuuuuuuu….aaaaaah as the air vents began
breathing new life into a new creation.
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Muscles relaxed and worries were silenced as he rolled out of the parking lot, rolled up to
the stop sign, shut his eyes, and then opened them just as they cast a cone of light that lit up the
night like radar. As white stripes passed below him intermittently he opted not to count them. He
simply turned off his body and let cruise control take over – man and machine through the empty
roadways of campus, uncounted gas stations, a desolate shopping mall, an after-hours strip club
and finally the edge of suburbia. Two rights and a great loop throughout the neighborhood to
turn onto his street.
He parks his car and shuts the door behind him as he exit. He holds the fob to his chin
and presses the lock button four times, three comforting honks as he opens the door and closes it
carefully behind him. He curses for grazing the doorknob with his wrist, so he shuts the door
behind him, locks it and heads straight to the restroom. He has to go there, to cleanse. Otherwise,
what’s the point? He let the water run till it was steaming before unwrapping an individual bar of
soap, and then furiously scrubbing the germs out of his hand. He disposes of the soap, dries off,
and then heads to bed. It’s been a long night, it’s time for some rest.
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Endless Forms Most Innocent

The hardwood reflected the lights of the overhead lights as he gripped the wood next to in
front of him and he looked around. The judge, the jury, the bailiff, the defense and prosecution,
and the people gathered there, news media and people motivated by the morbo, the morbidity of
seeing someone possibly being found guilty of murder in the first degree. Everyone was dressed
fancy inside the room where so many lives were spared or doomed. Three-piece suits and closedtoe shoes were the norm because if it’s going to be your funeral might as well look nice. The
prosecution glared at him, daring him to say something out of order. The judge looked down at
his notes, the glare of the screen reflecting on his half-moon spectacles.
You could hear a pin drop but the drop that everyone was waiting for with bated breath
was that of the gavel.
Then his voice spoke, an East Texas drawl appearing to address an audience rather than
the individual.
“Have you reached a verdict?”

Lionel walked into his apartment, struggling to keep the HEB coupons from falling all
over the place while at the same time attempting to open the door just enough to keep his
hyperactive Pekingese from bolting out to terrorize someone’s ankles. He started combing
through the bills, credit card statements, magazine renewal notices, and that’s where he saw it:
the jury duty summons. His second time as an adult, his first time without being able to use
school as an excuse. The next morning, he was overly excited to show the company’s director of
personnel given that his direct supervisor would be absent that day.
She wasn’t as excited.
She stared daggers across her desk and then looked down at a highly-highlighted desk
calendar, dragging her finger through most the scribbles for the better part of the next two weeks.
“And you have to go?”
“I mean, unless they disqualify me in jury selection, but, yes, I have to go, it’s the law.”
“Aren’t you a student and therefore exempt?”
“Only if you’re part-time.”
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“How convenient. Well, not much I can do, then. I hope you don’t get chosen as a juror. I
need all hands on deck. I will let Jim know.”

But Lionel ended up getting chosen, and it couldn’t have come at a better time. Audit
season was at hand, and those would be at least three weeks of hell. Instead, he would get paid
not to work. Normally, during this season, his team would be working around the clock to ensure
the books looked perfect for the auditor. Even Jim, his supervisor, would be putting extra hours
at work instead of taking lunch meetings at the local strip club and micro-managing the living
daylights out of Lionel.
Jim pulled him into a conference room later that day to discuss him leaving.
“I already spoke to Ms. McCarthy about it, Jim,” Lionel said sheepishly. It was the best
he could do, his boss was a towering, six-foot-five 350-pound mass of flesh barely restrained
under a too-tight polo looked, and he was the lion. Or a bear. Or whatever creature looks at mice
with such cruelty and disdain.
“And you couldn’t have brought up your degrees to get out of the jury pool?” he said,
peering over his flimsy half-moon spectacles.
“I didn’t because it would have kept me away from you, you pig.” Lionel thought.
“I did, sir, but they still wanted me in the pool. I’m sorry,” Lionel said.
“It is what it is. You better be on you’re A-game when you return, McCarthy’s not
fucking around for this and I don’t have time to babysit you through everything again.”
“Not like you were much help in the first place,” bravery thought.
“Yes, sir. Absolutely,” cowardice said, and left the office.
The familiar feeling heading home had been the same that day, the same icy dread at
having to face him the next day or another day with the sinking realization the boss would not
call in sick that day. But now there was warmth inside to counter the icy air-conditioning in the
steps leading up to the inner chambers of the court.

When they were escorted into the jury room Lionel took a quick measure of the group:
six men, six women between 25 and 55. Then the ice-breakers began and the brief revelations
about each other’s careers came about. A freelance writer, two office managers, a college
professor, a bank teller, a postal worker, a pharmacy tech, an engineer, an administrative
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assistant, a high school coach, a physician’s assistant and himself, an environmental technician.
Some liked country, some liked hip hop, and one liked classical music. Some preferred Hulu to
Netflix and others preferred basic cable. There were ten sports fans divided evenly between the
Spurs, Rockets, Mavericks, Texans, Dynamo and the Dallas Cowboys. All of them agreed that it
was coke and not pop or even soda. Lionel soaked it all in, the new experiences, his new,
basically, coworkers, for the time being. Then came the difficult part, and the idea of facing
conflict again turned his insides into ice water again. The selection of the jury foreman and the
person who would read the verdict to the judge.
He was scared of conflict. He was scared of heading back to work.
He didn’t want to admit it, when he wanted to go against the will of the majority. He
didn’t want to admit it, when the eleven others said that he should be the jury foreman. It was
cold again inside and he felt a flush on the outside. He wanted to tear off his jacket and just run
and take a shower.
“It’s not hard. All you’ll do is tell the judge one sentence, don’t sweat it,” Juror 107 said.
“But what if—“
“The ‘what if’ is the bedrock of our court system, if there is doubt then he walks.”
The case, State of Texas v. Garza Garcia appeared to Lionel to be open and shut and
Lionel and Juror 107 were the first ones convinced of the man’s guilt. There was no weapon, but
there had been motive and incentive, and the patterns of behavior did not help the defendant’s
case. When they first walked him in in a suit, he had tried to break free, looking around wildly
before being threatened with contempt of court by the septuagenarian judge. The defense was
led by a young man who appeared to be straight out of law school and was struggling to keep up
with the blistering pace of the prosecution’s attack. The character witnesses who didn’t crucify
the defendant were instead crucified by the prosecution. Lionel saw the defense as a mirror
image of himself, palms sweating at the table, left hand fidgeting and shaking the pencil.
On the second night, he called Shepard, one of his coworkers to see how things were
going.
“Dude, I haven’t left yet,” the voice on the other end of the line said, clearly agitated.
“It’s close to midnight!”
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“Yeah, you tell McCarthy that, she’s the only one that’s here open-to-close. Laurie asked
if she could leave earlier yesterday. McCarthy said sure, and then escorted her out of the building
herself. So now we’re down one more person.”
“Can she do that?”
“Yeah. Welcome to Texas.”
“Shit, I’m sorry.”
“Whatever man, you’re at the Hilton living it up.”
“It’s actually quite boring.”
“Yeah? I’ll take boring over a 12-hour workday. You know what that means when you’re
salaried? Nothing. Good night!”
Well, if he wanted to be upset, that was his problem.

The facts of the case had been presented in different half-lights by the competing
attorneys. The following was true: The defendant, Antonio Garza Garcia, was a 34-year-old from
Round Rock who worked as a mechanic. He had met his late wife at a bar and the two had had a
tumultuous relationship for the four years they were together. She had a prior for DUI, and he
had three counts of misdemeanor vandalism on his own record. They had attempted couple’s
therapy only once in the previous year but had stopped attending after only four sessions. A big
part of the reason why was because Garza Garcia had broken the door to the therapist’s office
after the admin assistant refused to validate his parking. Though he was later vindicated by
finding out it had been a clerical error, he was still considered a persona non grata in that entire
building.
The prosecution painted the picture of a jealous man, with repeated patterns of abusive
behavior gone unchecked by civil authorities. They showed pictures of his dead ex-wife
juxtaposed with pictures of her in her twenties. They showed his browser history and the
disturbing sites he visited whenever he was alone. They put him in the house the same night of
the crime and they highlighted shaky alibis.
The defense, over the course of the next week and a half played on the fact of the lack of
a murder weapon, the fact that he had begun to seek counseling for his anger issues. They
contended that there had to have been someone else out there that had yet to be found.
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Character witnesses were split down the middle as to how they felt about the defendant.
Lionel sat on the jury box, observing the defendant. But he had never been physically violent
with people.
And there had been no weapon at the scene.
And yet, there was deliberations.

On the second day of jury deliberations, Juror 93 spoke up. “Look, all we need is
reasonable doubt. We have it. Let’s just finish this,” Juror 93 said. “I’m getting tired.”
“I don’t know,” Juror 201 had countered. “So she just ends up dead. No one killed her.
Suicide by blunt-force trauma to the head? That doesn’t seem right. Hey, 75,” she turned to
Lionel. “What do you think, you’re one of the holdouts for his innocence.”
He nervously shook his head.
“I uh…I don’t know, I’m leaning on he did it.”
“So, guilty, then?”
“Yes, but, I don’t know. We have to prove reasonable doubt. Can we sleep on it?”
“Oh for fuck’s sake.”
He thought about that as he went back to the hotel to sleep and order some pizza. Given
the circumstances from a day ago, he thought it would be more prudent to not contact someone
from work. He still had Laurie, now an ex-coworker, on his contact list. He tore off a piece of
pizza with his teeth and mouthed it as the dial tone sounded.
“Lio?”
“Muhmghgph, yeah”
“Uh, what?”
He swallowed.
“Yeah, sorry, hey, Lauri. What’s up?”
“Not…much, what’s up?”
“Oh, nothing, I heard about what happened with the agency.”
“Yeah, fuck that bitch. I’ve already got a few interviews lined up. How’s your trial?”
“Can’t complain. Have you heard anything from the people at the agency? I haven’t had
the chance to see what’s going on.”

81

“It’s getting worse, honestly. More work. I’m honestly glad the whole thing went down
the way it did.”

The jury was not supposed to listen to any news media outlets, but Facebook wasn’t
blocked in the deliberation room. Juror 103 revealed to them that the public opinion had swept
against the prosecution.
It was already the second week of the trial, and the jurors had settled into a routine that
always ended with the same split-decision. No verdict yet.
“Oh, come on!” Juror 103 had stated at the end of a particularly grueling Thursday night.
Juror 103, the pharmacy tech, had taken to personally singling out Lionel for being
wishy-washy.
“Look, we have to take a look at the new evidence!”
“What new evidence? So, he was at a nearby place? We don’t have enough!”
“I think we do. Find the bar. Walking distance. Wonder why they haven’t called the
bartender?”
“That’s not enough, goddamnit.”
“Consider it.”
“There is nothing to consider. Beyond. The. Shadow. Of. A. Doubt. Why are you so
intent on questioning his guilt? Are you running away from something that you don’t want to end
this?”
“Hey,” one of the other jurors jumped in. “That’s not fair. You can’t bully someone into
making this kind of decision.”
Juror 103 rolled his eyes.
“He’s Latino. Don’t you want to let him go free? Or is it because you enjoy being jury
foreman and dicking us around?”
The other jurors looked at the two in silence, pondering whether or not a fight was going
to break out.
“I need time to think. I’m not the only one. And they’re not bringing the Allen Charge for
another few days, I don’t think.”
“You don’t know that.”

82

Every discussion hinged on two things, either nobody wanted to let the judge know, or
someone would hesitate and the votes and discussion would have to take place again. Juror 103
and Lionel danced around the issue with each other to soothe doubts, with Juror 103 playing the
devil’s advocate and Lionel just wanting to get everything over and done with. Any minor
reservations that he may have had he swallowed, not wanting to push beyond what was
necessary.
On the fourth day, Lionel called Laurie again. No pizza in his mouth this time.
“Lionel?”
“Yep. Just wanted to check up on you.”
“Really, seems like you want to check in on me to check up on our buddies back at the
agency.”
“Well, that’s part of it.”
He heard the audible sigh.
“The auditor came earlier than planned, but everything was good.”

On the fifth day, the table once again prepared to take another vote. As the votes were
tallied, Lionel spoke up, hands trembling.
“Innocent.”
Juror 103 nearly choked on the water he was drinking.
“What?”
“I told you I needed some time to think.”
“Well, shit.”
“I’m sorry.”
“No, no, I’m sorry I got frustrated.”

“Have you reached a verdict?”
Lionel’s hands trembled holding the paper, his mouth was dry. He did his best to avoid
looking at the defendant. If those eyes fell on him then he’d know true hatred.
“Y-yes, your honor.”
“What say you?”
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“In the case of the State of Texas versus Garza Garcia, and the charge of murder in the
first degree, we find the defendant…not guilty.”
Judge Silva did not even blink.
There were claps from the defendant’s table, and hollow, ragged sobs from the family of
the victim. Lionel did not even want to look in their direction.
Gavel to rubber and that was it.
The victim’s family and defense looked dead on their feet as they stared befuddled at the
now-free defendant. Slowly, they made their way to the opposing counsel’s area and shook
hands with their counterparts. As the defendant turned to look at the jury, Lionel made the
mistake of looking up. He caught the Garza Garcia’s eyes and in his eyes he saw no anger, no
sadness, just a reflection of cold coal.
A reflection of guilt.
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The Hard-Hitting Questions

Alberto Trujillo, Jr. woke up to the sound of the alarm blaring Top 40 music. Taylor
Swift’s Bad Blood was playing for possibly the thousandth time in the span of 48 hours. One
thing he had realized ever since he had ceased his morning sports radio routine and switched
over to general music, he found that the more annoying the particular hit of the week was, the
more inclined he was to get up out of bed and deliver a closed fist to the off button. The black
font on the display showed 5:45 a.m., just enough time for a shower that would cover the basics-groin, armpits, and face. He left his apartment and pulled into the offices of the Galveston Daily
Current a few minutes later.

“For once, Trujillo isn’t the last person at the meeting,” was the first phrase that
welcomed him, from Dave Garrett, who was tossing a beanbag figurine back and forth with
Samantha Alvarez, the socials editor. Trujillo flipped the bird to his fellow editors by way of
greeting and then sat down into one of the metal folding chairs surrounding the circular table in
the conference room.
“I’m late to meetings, not assignments,” he said, reaching back to the counter and
grabbing one of the energy drinks there.
“There was that one time.”
“Well, once was more than—“
“Children.”
Marissa Light’s cold voice had an iron edge to it. Alvarez, Garrett and Trujillo turned to
look at the Web Editor, who was absent-mindedly playing with one of her split ends.
“Meetings are set. Now, in the absence of our editor in chi—“
“I’m here!”
The group turned to the dark room-turned-kitchen door and out came Kris Wiegel, editor
in chief. He was looking slightly disheveled, unkempt brown hair spread every which way, white
streaks of sugar powdering his black polo.
“Where the hell were you?”
“Eating breakfast. I sent you all an email that we were pushing the meeting back fifteen
minutes.
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The section editors looked at each other and then back at Wiegel in confusion.
“No, you didn’t.”
“It doesn’t matter, we’re right on time. Kristina called me and said she wasn’t going to be
able to come in today, she’s meeting a few clients at the Hampton. Let’s go over the beats.”
He waddled around the table and stood up next to the assignment whiteboard.
“Marissa.”
“Cindy’s finishing her story on the new treatment plant today, she’s going over the
photos and will have it in your desk by end of day, once I edit it. I’ll also be heading out to cover
the city commission meeting at eleven so no lunch for me today.”
“Good. Dave?”
“I’m going with Marissa to the city commission meeting Friday, and now that I think
about it, I think we could stand to use a crew. I’m going to request Robert and Luis to come with
us.”
“You got it. Alberto? What’s on the slate this weekend?”
“The Galveston County football coaches are having their annual symposium on
Thursday. I’ll get you a profile on Coach Kelley, too. It’s his first season.”
“Perfect, are you taking anyone for photo?”
“Yes, Luis.”
“What?” Dave interrupted. “That’ll put him over his hours.”
“Uh, you’re taking Izzy, then.”
“Since when?”
“Since 8:15 p.m., last night, when I told Luis he was coming with me for the game.”
“Fine, as long as she doesn’t show up plastered.”
Trujillo mimicked Garrett, “bla bla bla bla it was one time!”
“You’re an enabler.”
“Eat me.”
“Guys, settle down. Samantha, how goes the Mardi Gras story?”
“Spoke to the councilwoman organizing it this year, I’ll have a first draft of that.”
“But what about going to the parade and the party? It’s this Saturday.”
“Right, this is why I came to the meeting. I need someone to cover it.”
The editors froze and looked at Samantha.
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“Uh, you could have told us that last week.”
“Right, and I found out I’m pregnant this week and I am going to go see my OB/GYN for
an extended study in Houston this weekend.”
A pen and binder dropped.
“Jesus. What?” Wiegel blurted, eyes widening for the first time.
“Pregnancy. Baby. When a mommy and a daddy really love each other they—“
“You’re funny. I mean what? In the sense that we’re out a socials editor.”
“Not for another several months. I just can’t cover this weekend.”
“Well, then…” Wiegel turned to look at the whiteboard calendar hanging by three
haphazardly-placed pieces of duct tape on each corner. “Who do we have?”
The editors went through their notes, comparing them with the schedule above them.
“How about Joanna?”
“She’s off that weekend.”
“Bring her in,” Garrett said.
“Didn’t budget for it, and she’s already over forty hours.”
Trujillo looked up from his own notes. “That rules out Thom and Tony, too. What about
Cindy?”
Wiegel shook his head.
“Way too new. And how do you think the Kamides are going to react to a swearing sixfoot-four tattooed Amazon of a woman all up in their personal space?”
Bright groaned.
“Since when has that been a fucking problem?”
“Since we’ve been offered a chance to get inside their mansion for the first time since the
sixties.”
Trujillo yawned.
“I’ll go. I’m salaried. I used to have Sam’s beat. And they’re bound to say something
incredibly racist and/or stupid.”
“Good, story is yours then. And, even if they do, it’s not a hit piece.”
“Come on, it would be juicy. There has to be something there.”
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“No. You want to write for a rag, write for a rag. As much as you’d like to, we don’t do
hit pieces here. Maybe you should hit up your ex at the Hollering Bay to see if they’re hiring if
that’s what you’re into.”
“I’m not writing a hit piece. Jesus. Who’s taking photos?”
“You’re solo. Take one of the cameras. Sam, give him your notes.”
“They’re in my desk, I’ll give them to you after the meeting,” she said.
The assignments meeting continued uninterrupted as the journalists began stretching their
writing muscles for the upcoming week. After the meeting, Trujillo followed Sam to her corner
cubicle, one of the three that had a direct window. “So…” he started.
“Hm?”
“You really don’t think she’ll say something really racist at her party?”
“Dude.”
“What?”
“What are you doing?” she turned to look at him, hazel eyes narrowed in suspicion.
“What do you mean, what am I doing?”
“It’s like you’re angling for something.”
“I’m just saying it might happen! I’m not like going there to race-bait and shit. I just want
to ask a few questions.”
“Again, I’m going to echo what Kris said: If you want something like that, I’m sure Josie
can welcome you at Bay with open leg…I mean, sorry, open arms.”
“Low blow. That was three years ago.”
“Fair, but I want your head in the game. My by-line is going to still be there and I’m not
attaching my name to some click-baity hit piece, you got me?
“Understood.”
The suspicious glare disappeared and she smiled, shoving a notepad and a tape recorder
into his chest.
“If you lose the notebook and the tape recorder, I’ll key your car and then I’m going to
kill you and wear your skin for a week.”
“I’ll…keep that in mind.”

Later in that evening, Trujillo sat at his desk, poring over Samantha’s notes.
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His desk was a combination of two worlds – Mexican streamers and vibrant pastel colors
draped over a sleek and functional Swedish desk. An empty coffee mug served as a pencil
holder, the tips of each writing utensil chewed mercilessly during brainstorming sessions.
A large picture of Katherine Kamide, the parade’s organizer, was displayed on his screen,
part of her bio on her business’s website. Large green eyes, hair propped up, pearly white teeth
just past the reddest of lips. In his mind that’s how every single member of the parade committee
looked like. The only thing that varied were the different private universities the women
attended.
How to make this story better? He grabbed the tape recorder and held it to his ear, thumb
hitting the play button to hear the last part of the interview. Everything had been covered already,
the cost, the logistics, and who else was involved.
He pictured how the interview was set up in Kamide’s office. It would undoubtedly be a
large and expensive desk that would have cost more than three months’ rent in town. She would
have the phone next to the brand-new computer and papers neatly organized on top of each
other. Sunlight would filter through the bay-facing window and would normally be coating the
office in a golden glow had the blinds not been closed. Kamide would sit in a blazer and a blue
shirt and bejeweled fingers forming a steeple with each other. Samantha sitting opposite of her in
jeans and a draw-string black top, balancing notepad in one leg while the tape recorder formed
the neutral zone between interviewer and interviewee.
“What was the most stressful part about organizing the parade?” Samantha’s voice came
out a little bit tinny but mostly crisp from the audio output.
He heard Kamide laugh.
“Oh, when is planning not stressful? Honestly!” More laughter. “But if I was to say one
thing…I think getting some of the participants’ kids involved. It’s right on Spring Break, so a lot
of them, you know, are off in France or Miami or L.A. for vacation and not a lot of them stay
here. But we had a good turnout this year.”
“How has the reception been in the community this year, has there been any difference
since last year?”
“Warm as usual! We love it, and the people who come out to participate love it too. And,
off the record, of course, but I think it gives the little colored boys and girls something to do. I
mean, if it wasn’t for us, what would they do this weekend? Just chill at the beach?”
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“WHAT?” Trujillo exclaimed, hitting “stop” and then hitting the rewind. A second of
squirrelly voices as the tape rewound and then he hit play again.
“It gives the little colored boys and girls something to do.”
“What do you mean?” Samantha asked.
“Oh, no, I mean, that, well, you know, it’s free entertainment for a lot of people that I’m
sure they’d all love. Oh, I almost forgot,” the voice on the other end suddenly perked up. “I have
a meeting with some of the other people in the floats. Thank you SO much for coming over,
thoug—“
Stop, click.
Trujillo furiously transcribed the notes and then conjured up a paragraph with the quote.
“It comes as a casual, off-handed comment, but it doesn’t even register for Kamide.
Sitting in her office, air-conditioned, while a group of laborers works on the façade of her office.
This is the casual disdain that we have come to tolerate and live with.”
It was wordy, but it was a start.
He hit CTRL+S on instinct and saved the document as kPARADE 0715. Then he reached
for the phone by his desk and hit the speed dial for Samantha.

“What do you want, Trujillo?”
“I’m at the office. Did you listen to the tape?”
“You mean the interview that I went to and took notes for earlier this week?”
“Yeah, the one where—“
“She said that completely fucked up, ass-backwards thing? Yeah, I heard it.”
“And?”
“What do you mean and?”
He let out an exasperated sigh.
“And why did you not tell me about it? Or why isn’t it in your notes?”
“Jesus, hakuna your tatas. I know what you’re thinking. I already ran it by Wiegel. He
said it wouldn’t go. Said something about it being a hit piece.”
“Uh, she said it. We have her on tape.”
“I said the same thing.”
“Well?”
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“Again with your one-word questions. Well, what?”
“You’re just not going to write about it?”
Trujillo could almost hear the shrug on the other side of the line.
“Not worth the headache. Take it up with Wiegel, he’s the chief and it’s your story now.
It’s also eleven in the goddamn night and I’m trying to sleep.”
“I thought it was your byline.”
“It was. Now it’s your baby. Now, can I get some sleep?”
“Fine. See you tomorrow.”
Trujillo returned to the phone to the cradle. In college, he had taken part in a little bit of
activism on the side. Nothing big. Nothing major. But it was, as many of his peers then had said,
“slacktivism”: glorified sharing of news articles gleaned through cognitive bias. It wasn’t real,
they had alleged. As if their taking pot-shots at what they perceived was his privilege was
something to be proud of. He had a car. His parents were lawyers. He had received his
undergraduate degree in journalism from Southern Methodist University with a legacy
scholarship paying his way through. His struggle with racism had been limited to making out
with a frat boy’s girlfriend at their frat house and narrowly avoiding getting jumped. He knew
that the injustice was out there, in the upper echelons of society, he had seen as much at some of
the alumni functions that his parents had dragged him to as a young teenager. Outside the
janitorial staff, he always felt as if they were the only Latinos. And he never felt comfortable
with it.

He picked up the phone again to make another quick dial.
“This is Wiegel.”
“Kris, I’m working on the parade story and—“
“Before you start on the councilwoman’s statement, just know that whatever you are
about to tell me is not going to make a difference.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s going to be a headache for the paper over something so inconsequential like
what some redneck said.”
“Beg pardon?”
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“I’ll put it to you simply. One, I’m the editor in chief, and if I say no, it’s no. It’s not
maybe, it’s not let me think about it, it’s a flat no. Two, do you know where our revenue is
coming from?”
“Advertising space and grants. Maybe like, 70/30.”
“Try 90/10. And half of that is local businesses.”
“I don’t follow.”
“Okay, let me put it to you simply. You got a minute? Actually, I don’t care.”
Wiegel’s voice dropped nearly two octaves and turned cold. “Listen carefully. Say I let
you run with that story. What does it do? You embarrass someone beloved in the community, she
tells her friends to pull money from the paper, one of our sources gets burnt, I get a few really
awkward phone calls, she puts out a “woops, my bad” statement and…wait for it, here’s the
kicker, and NOTHING CHANGES.”
“But…”
“But nothing. Ask yourself if it’s worth the trouble. It wouldn’t be for me as a reporter
and it sure as hell won’t be for me as an editor. If you wanted gossip you could have just applied
for a job elsewhere. I don’t think that’s a hill you want to die on. Do you follow?”
“Yes.”
“Good, glad that you get things. I’ve always liked that about you, very perceptive. Have a
good night.”
The click was very final. The burning of a source. No new information. No reports. No
tips. Tight-lips. Guardedness. Loss of trust. Blackballing. Blacklisting.
He looked at the paragraph on his screen and the blinking cursor. It only took the
pressing of shift and four keystrokes to delete what he had just written. He stood up, headed to
Samantha’s desk, and left the notepad and tape recorder there. He needed some time to gather his
thoughts. He headed back home for a quick workout, shower, and dinner, he drove back to the
office, a quick nine mile jaunt from one end of the island to the other. At eleven, the office would
be mostly empty by now. As he walked into the offices, he waved at Trevin, the night security
guard, who gave him the lightest of head nods over the back cover of the most recent issue of Xbox Magazine. As he neared his office, he saw Nassim’s unruly hair popping up from one of the
cubicles. Nassim was the overnight intern, tasked with the thankless job of scouring overnight
news and websites for potential leads or blurbs during the day.
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“Evening, Nassim, just get in?”
The younger man looked up from one of the multiple windows on his browser, removing
one earbud from his headphones as Trujillo pulled up a chair.
“Huh?”
“Did you just get in?”
“Sort of, maybe fifteen minutes. What are you doing here?”
“I have a story to work on. The parade this weekend.”
“Oh man, that boring shit? That’s for you big boys. I’m happy here.”
“It’s a better pay rate.”
“Take it up with your boss if you’d like me to join in. In the meantime, I get to sit in an
air-conditioned office and browse Facebook while I work on homework so…it’s not a big deal.”
“How’s that going, by the way?”
“One more year and I’ll be gone from this piece-of-shit island.”
“Seems you’re excited.”
“Nah, I’m going to miss it, but I want to get my master’s elsewhere. Looking at UNT.”
“Good school. Communication, I’m guessing?”
“Yeah, technically the master’s is in corporate communication. I have a cousin that’s
working on her thesis there right now and it seems to be a good program.”
“It sure does! Well, I’ll let you continue with your Facebook and…wait, let me ask you,
have you heard anything on your links about the parade?”
“Nope. Just the usual, at least on the Galveston subreddit. Someone got shot at the
projects. A body got fished out of the bay. Craft brew night next weekend. Nothing out of the
ordinary. Why, you working on something?”
“Yeah, Samantha—“
“Oh, Samantha? Mmmh, yeah, that’s more than something, definitely. Is she still dating
that asshole?”
“You mean her fiancée?”
“Yeah, him.”
“Uh…yes? Weirdo.”
“Hey, she’s fucking hot. Not my fault. And wait, didn’t you use to bump uglies with
her?”
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“It was a lot more than that.”
“And you walked away from it? Why the hell?” Nassim asked.
Trujillo could have gone on in great detail about what happened three years ago. Nothing
good happens after two in the morning, after all. What made it worse was that there was no
alcohol involved on his end. Just smoke and mirrors only a day after he and his classmate
Samantha Alvarez had agreed to place their relationship on an administrative leave pending
further soul-searching. So Trujillo threw himself fully into work and that led him to the hazy bar
top at a bar in downtown Dallas and the mirror where he caught Josie Finnegan staring at him.
He had just finished interviewing the frontman of a local band for a piece on The Daily Mustang,
his alma mater’s newspaper and was scribbling some notes before heading home. He smiled
politely at the woman, before turning his attention back to his notebook. That was when she
approached him.
“You didn’t ask him about his favorite sex position,” she said as calmly as if she had just
said, “It rained today.”
“Excuse me?”
“All you asked was fluff. His plans. Any new songs. Tours. Boring.”
“His sexual proclivities do not have any newsworthiness.”
“Maybe, maybe not. Maybe it’s something that gets readers past your nut graph.”
“And maybe I don’t take unsolicited journalistic advice from strangers at bars.”
“A smart move. My name is Josie. And I’m going to tell you why you’ve been
approaching this situation all wrong.”
“Ma’am, I’m a journalist.”
“You work for a student newspaper.”
“And how do you know that?”
“You’re wearing a school polo like a dork.”
“Still, what makes you qualified to teach me anything? I don’t see your press
credentials.”
“I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have,” she said, handing over her business
card with the Associated Press logo. He took it, glanced at it, and then shrugged.
“So?”
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“Let me put it to you this way. What do your articles draw? Nothing. It’s fluff. The only
attention they draw is from whoever the subject of your interview is. Do you know what my
articles draw?”
“What?”
“Blood.”
“Seems a bit dramatic.”
“Is it? If you want change, you have to be ready to put that knife to someone’s throat. If
you want to get any real change done. You’re Mexican. I love the passion. And you’re wasting it
not taking a machete to someone’s jugular in search for the truth.”
“But say I do uncover the truth, at what cost does it come?”
Trujillo never found out at what cost, but he did learn to draw blood that night as his teeth
found her neck and her fingernails tore skin on his back as the two devoured each other back at
his apartment. She encouraged it, she festered it, cancerous and destructive love-making.
At six in the morning she had left. At seven in the morning, Samantha entered his
apartment and found him naked, scratched up, and at a loss to explain the three empty condom
packets on the floor. She did not speak to him for a full calendar year, and in many senses, still
hadn’t completely forgiven him. And while he continued seeing Josie for a year afterwards, there
was never a true relationship, just days of savage lovemaking and nights of mutual emotional
abuse. It ended on a hot summer day, and it was a cruel twist of fate had landed all three
individuals in the 378-square-miles of Galveston County. Josie controlling the alternative press
of the Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land metropolitan area seaboard. Samantha and Trujillo
with the more mainstream press.

Trujillo blinked and found Nassim staring at him.
“Well?”
“Well, what?”
“Why did you walk away from her?”
“I burned one of her sources. Can’t tell you who it was.”
“Oh, sucks, man. I wonder if she’s going to cut this other guy loose, too.”
“You mean the guy Samantha’s been dating for three years? Does she even know you?”
“No, I mean, she said hi to me once, that’s about it. Cold-hearted. Love that shit. Rawr.”
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“You’re...you know what? Never mind. Anyway, she was working on a parade story but
she’s got a big appointment or something the day of. So I’m covering for her and I wanted to
follow up on the organizer.”
“Who’s that?”
“Kamide, she’s—“
“Yeah! I know her. Sort of. I know of her. Rich, racist, white lady.”
“Racist, how?”
“My dad sold her kid his truck. She kept on muttering things about 9/11 under her breath
when they were selling, just because my dad wouldn’t sell for $2,000 less than the blue book.”
“Isn’t your dad from Jordan?”
“Yep.”
“What a bitch. What did your dad do?”
“He…sold her the truck at the marked price?”
“Why?”
“Because business is business. If she wants to hold her nose while giving my family
money, I couldn’t give two shits if she had gone in wearing the Israeli flag and eating pork
rinds.”
“Strange. That’s kind of what my story was about.”
“Samantha’s story?”
“Our story. The lady is on record being absolutely racist.”
“What did she say?”
“Off-hand comment about ‘colored kids’”
“And?”
“Jesus, what is it with everyone in this newspaper and their ands?” Trujillo said, standing
up from the chair.
“What’s it going to change?”
“Nothing, but don’t you want some justice? Some comeuppance for that?”
“I want, let’s see,” he started counting down from his fingers. “To finish my degree, get a
scholarship to grad school, and then get a decently-paying job after to pay for my debt. And if I
spent my life getting angry over every person that called me a towelhead I wouldn’t have time
for anything. Just something to think about.”
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“I’ll think about it. Let me know if you want to grab some Whataburger later, I probably
will be here awhile.”
“You got it,” he said, and placed his right earbud in his ear again.

It’s amazing what you could find on the internet if you knew what to look for. Trujillo
prided himself on his Google Fu. Names and search strings inputted furiously and poring through
forums, you could find a lot of things. Old blog posts, mentions, even personal addresses. He
inputted Kamide’s address on Google Maps and zoomed into an affluent neighborhood. Fancy
house, high walls, lush front yard. Typical. He looked up her political donations and made
careful notes as to which parties she tended on supporting. The narrative was there. Disconnected
upper-class housewife with an easy job.
And?
Who donates money to far-right-leaning Republicans who have themselves espoused
questionable beliefs about their electorate.
And?
Who is probably a racist.
And?
Trujillo couldn’t hide Sam’s voice or his editor’s voice from the back of his head.
But…
He started typing up the story. The headline changed back and forth, trying to find the
middle ground between Parade organizer’s views on race darken parade; Parade organizer
gaffes, event continues as planned. He wrote the nut graph, 32-50 words to get his readers’
attention. Then the transcribed quotes. He removed Samantha’s byline and added his name,
relegating her name to a few hyphens at the bottom of the document stating that Samantha
Alvarez contributed to the report. The only thing missing was the parade. He emailed the
incomplete document to his own email to work on at home.

A few days later, Trujillo was pushing his way to the front of the crowd of people lining
up to get a glimpse of the floats of Governor’s Festival Parade, the island’s highlight of Mardi
Gras festivities. His press pass jingled from his neck, lanyard already damp. The suit he would
wear at the formal dinner was arguably a bad move to begin with, but he had to be ready.
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In the parade, the city’s prominent businessmen, all fair-skinned, would ride floats in
masquerade outfits, throwing garlands and beads to the people on the sidelines. Brown-skinned
women and men packed the sides of the street and their children marched in bands between each
float.
Click, click, click, click.
The camera panned to the people above.
Click, click, click, click.
Jewelry on ivory skin and crimson paint.
The invitation to the organizer’s party was in an envelope, weighing heavily in his
pocket. He set the camera down, letting it dangle by the strap from his shoulder, and approached
two men standing next to him. One of them was wearing Houston Astros pinstripes, khaki shorts,
and sandals; the other was in a more weather-unfriendly black shirt, jeans and high-top sneakers.
“Excuse me, I have a question,” Trujillo said.
“What’s up, man?” Pinstripes asked.
“What do you think of the parade?”
“Always bring the kids here, we make a full day of it. What is this for?”
“The Galveston Daily Current. You see anything weird about the floats and the bands?”
“Nothing weird about it, man,” Sneakers said. “The school bands love it and the
businesses pay for it. Who else is going to sponsor their uniforms? C’mon, you know this
happens every year.”
“Do you also bring your family?”
“No, I don’t have kids, just this asshole’s my brother so I tag along,” he said, nodding at
Pinstripes.
“Mind if I grab a picture for the—“
“HERE THEY COME!” a voice shouted behind him and he instinctively covered the
camera just as he was shoved by two women who jumped high in the air to grab a thrown bead
necklace. There was a sudden splash of wetness in the back of his slacks.
“Woo! I got it! Lost my beer but got it! Sorry, man!” he heard the voice say, tap him on
the back, and then retreat. He turned back to Pinstripes and Sneakers and snapped a picture of
them as Pinstripes held his baby daughter aloft, her hair tied back in braids. In her hands, she
clutched a bright set of beads that she happily showed to her father.
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He left the parade a little early to beat the crowds that would be retreating back to the
neighborhoods near and far. He drove through a few back streets to get to the west end of the
island where the party would be held at. As he imagined, the house was glamorous, even on the
required stilts. Lights flooded out into the bay and all around it as he found a spot to park. A
valet attendant came up to him. He rolled down the window.
“Excuse me sir, private party,” the young man said.
“I know, I’m invited.”
He handed the valet the invitation and waited for a seconds as he looked it over.
“Thank you sir, my apologies.”
The valet handed the invitation back in exchange for the keys. Trujillo exited the car and
gave the once-over to the valet. Young, black. Trujillo shook his head and made his way to the
house, where three members of the Galveston Police Department. One of them approached him,
hands on his belt. Trujillo rolled his eyes and prepared to show his license and invitation when
the officer spoke. “Hey! You’re the guy from the paper, right? Sports guy.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Oh shit, that’s awesome. You going in?”
“Yeah, I’ve got my invit—“
“Yeah, no worries, you’re good. How do you feel Mike Evans this season? I’ve been
following him since he was playing basketball here.”
“Well, I’m working on a piece but…”
“Oh, come on, anything? We’ll keep it to ourselves.”
“It’s all up to whoever’s throwing to him. Mariota or Winston.”
“Really, even after all he did in college?” this was one of the officers.
“It’s not a bad pick, but I don’t think he’ll go top five.”
“We’ll see! You just might be wrong! You have a good night, sir. Take the lit stairs on
the left, and that is the only entrance we haven’t cordoned off.”
“Thank you, officer, see you in an hour or so.”

He thought about Mike Evans. A professional football player from Ball High School who
went to play for the Texas A&M Aggies for two years before being drafted by the Tampa Bay
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Buccaneers. Ball High was one of those schools that had absorbed a nearby minority school after
desegregation, and any reluctance about it was, at least on the surface, erased when the newlyintegrated team started racking up sports victories. Bury the conflict as long as you’re winning.
The dissonance was amazing. Another guard at the foot of the stars, seeing that he had spoken to
the police outside, he nodded and let him in. There was no need to take his full sports gear set up,
just the standard lens, with the larger zoom slung across his back.
He entered the party.
Masquerade masks, formal cocktail dresses and suits, and masks, plenty of masks. No
one took notice immediately of the brown stranger who had arrived in their midst. He snapped a
few quick shots of the larger room and made his way through the party. It did not take long for
someone to finally the heavy camera he held in his hands. One of the men in a jester mask came
up to him and shook his hand. “You must be from the Current, Mr. Wiegel told us you were
coming.”
“Yes, I’m trying to find Mr. Bray, he is the one hosting this party, correct?”
“That would be me! And you are…?”
“Alberto Trujillo.”
“Oh, I thought that young lady, Ms. Alvarez, is it? I thought she was going to come.”
“Medical issue, we were short-staffed. Thought I’d help out. I usually do sports.”
“Oh! That’s right, I’ve read a few of your write-ups. My nephew is the quarterback for
Ball.”
“James Allen?”
“That’s the one. Good kid, he’s already fielding offers from Division I programs. You
should profile him!”
“I will mention it to my editor.”
Trujillo had already mentioned it to his editor. Two seasons ago, the starter, junior Juan
de Dios Garcia was just coming off the tails of a highly successful sophomore season. He was
expected to continue racking up wins for the high school but instead, he was benched for the
then-sophomore James Allen. Garcia transferred and as a senior, took his new school straight to
the state championship, romping all over his old teammates in the regional playoff. That
summer, James Allen’s parents had flown in two former college All-American quarterbacks and
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a coach from a major program for a private camp in the island. The story had been deemed a
non-story and squashed at the editorial board.
The story ended up being scooped by ESPN and netted the sports network an Emmy after
an investigation discovered more recruiting violations by the same coach throughout other high
schools in Texas. Were it not for Samantha, Trujillo would have resigned on the spot.
“Good! Anyway, I’m sure you’re not here to talk about sports! Let me tell you all about
the parade…”

After jotting down enough notes for three different fluff pieces, Trujillo excused himself
under the pretense of getting more quotes from other organizers, namely Kamide herself. He did
not find her at first, but in bouncing from conversation to conversation, he realized it was more
of the same. People laughing, speculating about the success of Houston-area professional teams,
talking about how great the parade was, nothing juicy. In fact, the only thing different that stood
out as truly different from the conversation any normal person would have was that the vacations
mentioned tended to be more on the exotic side. He decided to explore the house a little, making
sure to stay within eyesight of at least one of the revelers, who by now had gotten used to
ignoring the man with the camera. He followed a trail of lights out to the wraparound porch in
the second level of the house, his footsteps masked by the monotone bass from inside and
suddenly caught a whiff of the unmistakable sweet and pungent smell of marijuana. He looked
down, and saw that there were two figures down near the bottom of the sandbar surrounding the
luxury home. One male, one female, and he recognized the gaudy purple and green feathers of a
masquerade ball. Sticking to the shadows and away from the light, he descended one level. In a
trained, fluid movement, he slowly switched off his standard zoom and quietly clicked on the
larger zoom, holding it to his eye.
The light revealed the woman he had been looking for, Katherine Kamide, engaged in
animated conversation with a younger man in the livery of the hired wait staff. He took the
camera away from his face and slung it across his back, creeping closer to the pair and hugging
the shadows. He could just make out the conversation. He took out his phone to begin recording,
but realized that he would have to get closer. He got on his stomach and belly-crawled for ten
yards until he was just above the sandbar. Two buttons pressed, and the cellphone started
recording, audio and video.
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“Wow,” the voice said. “This…this is really good shit.”
The voice from the tape recorder was confirmed. The younger man said nothing.
“Do you mind if I ask where you got it from?”
“My cousin grows it in his house in Dickinson,” he said. “Usually just for us, but we
occasionally share.”
She laughed, a high-pitched shrill laugh.
“See, we Mexicans are so industrious! If only the rest of your people followed suit we
could get over this illegal immigration thing so easily.”
“I am from Honduras, miss.”
“Oh, you know what I meant. But,” she said. “Sorry, I just want to say, I’m thankful.
What part of Honduras?”
“San Pedro Sula.”
“Oh, I know where that is! My husband was stationed at Comayagua for a little bit a few
years ago.”
She stopped and switched to fluent Spanish.
“Tuve la oportunidad de conocer a la ciudad de San Pedro Sula, me encanto!”
I had the opportunity to get to know the city of San Pedro Sula. I loved it.
The young man’s eyes widened a bit in surprise. Kamide laughed again, and then let out a
series of coughs.
“Mil disculpas! Wow, esta buenisima. Gracias. A la otra le voy a decir al Señor Bray que
los vuelvan a contratar. Te animas?”
A thousand apologies! Wow, it’s really good. Thank you, I will tell Mr. Bray to hire you
next time. You down?
“Si, claro, a sus ordenes.”
Yes, of course, at your orders.
“Cuanto te debo?”
How much do I owe you?
“Unos 50 dolares.”
Just 50 dollars.
“No te me andes aprovechando de mi, eh!”
You better not be taking advantage of me, huh!
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“No, señora, para nada.”
No ma’am, not at all.
“Bueno, ten. En fin, tengo que regresarme porque luego ya sabes como se ponen estos.”
Well, here you go. I have to go back because you know how these people get.
“Claro.”

Well, shit. Trujillo’s blood ran cold. He was right on the sandbar, in their direct path. And
then the man looked up, making eye contact with Trujillo. His mouth opened, as if he was about
to say something, Trujillo shook his head, pressing his palms against each other in an inaudible
please. Just as Kamide was turning, the man spoke up again.
“Oiga seño, una pregunta?”
Hey, ma’am, one question!
She turned back to him.
“Si?”
Yes?
“Cuanto tiempo lleva usted aqui?”
How long have you been here? Formal, deferent, respectful.
She laughed again, and started, “Pues…nacida y criada en Monterrey, Nuevo Leon y
estudie en el extranjero, bueno, aqui, y aqui fue donde conoci a mi marido. Llevo ya como veinte
años.”
Well…born and raised in Monterrey, Nuevo Leon, and I studied abroad, well, here, and
here is where I met my husband. It’s been like 20 years.
Trujillo flashed the man a thumbs-up, and slowly crawled out of the top of the sandbar
and to the stairs, making sure to shake his suit off as best as he could. He climbed the stairs and
headed back to the party. Just as he started making his way in to the main door, Mr. Bray stopped
him.
“Mr. Trujillo?”
“Yes, sir?”
“Do you mind taking a picture of all of us together?”
“Er, sure thing, sir.”
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“Good, let me call everyone down, then. Also, can someone get Katherine out here, too? I
haven’t seen her in the last half-hour.”

The clock on top of Trujillo’s stove read 3:15 a.m. when he got back home. He had not
stopped thinking about the different ways in which he could frame the story. It was indeed
almost a non-story. Racist white lady who likes weed doesn’t like black people. Racist white
lady who is actually Mexican doesn’t like black people but loves weed. White lady. Weed.
Racism. Hashtags.
There were many thoughts on the way back to work, each involving a different
paragraph. A quote. A still from the video with a different caption. His name on a byline on a
juicy exposé. His…he stopped. The computer stared back at him, Microsoft Word open, blinking
cursor. A forgotten byline. He started inputting his editor’s number but before he hit send, he
stopped himself. Trujillo instead cleared the screen and input a few digits.
Nothing good happens after 2 a.m.
“Alberto?”
The voice was sultry and soft. Tart. The voice of death. The voice of blood.
“Hey Josie, I have a question.”
“What is it?”
“Are y’all hiring right now?”

.
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Anxious Love

Lyn stood at the edge of the precipice, mists spread out in the valley under her, and ghosts
to her side. She turned, narrowed her eyes, and lunged out for one of the ghosts, hoping he would
turn material enough to hold her back from the abyss. Her fingers felt a brief touch of skin, an
instant of warmth, and then it faded. She lands face down on the grass, the impact sealing her eyes
shut. Blink, blink. She opens her hazel eyes again. This time she’s under a stairwell, wood and
orbs of light surrounding her in a compact room. The air is stale, the halogen from the lights warms
her body until she squirms, uncomfortably warm and suffocating beneath the too-tightness of her
skin. She looks down. Band aids cover her hands and forearms. She starts ripping them off one by
one, leaving sticky glue trails over baby-fine hair. Some cover pinprick red dots, some cover
maroon scabs the length of a razorblade, and others cover wounds that blink, they’re there, blink,
they’re gone.
Footsteps sound above, thump, thump—no—they’re calls. Knock, knock, knock.
“Lyn, it’s time.”
Blink, blink, she opens her eyes again—
“Come on, we’re gonna be late again. We can only use traffic as an excuse so much—”
The ghost has a face and his name is Gabriel. He is holding her hand. Warm water begins
to flow back into her veins. She hears the TV playing in the background, three feet away in her
dresser, where it had to be. A wooden table stands to her side front of her, a glass teacup, handle
out to a 25 degree angle. Two napkins, parallel to each other by a solid inch, and two spoons turned
diagonally to the left.

Clarity returns to her eyes, and she turns to face the ghost beside her, now a man, safety,
warmth. Calm. Kind green eyes smiled back at her.
“Remember? We were going to go to Lissah’s house. Her homecoming party.”
“Okay,” she said, squeezing his hand. He stared expectantly, smiling, waiting. “I’ll go,” she
said.
“Awesome! Let me get the bottle, I think I have one of the red wines she loves.”
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He stood up suddenly, slamming his shin against the rickety wooden table and upending it.
The teacup met its demise between gravity and the tiled floor, shattering into a thousand shards of
glass, a thousand cuts, a thousand mirrors and a thousand wraith-like eyes staring back at her.
A voice screams out from the shattered glass, tearing into her ear.
Oh God, you’re wearing that? Nothing in that closet is going to look good enough. Lissah
doesn’t even like you, why are you going? You’re just going to bore people there and no one’s
going to want to hang out with Gabriel anymore. He’ll lose his friends. It’ll be your fault. You’re
so selfish.
She placed her hands against her head, shut her eyes, and sobbed for several minutes. She
was at the precipice again, the mists spread out before her, clouds turning into wraiths with gray
skin. Long, bony arms stretched out, beckoning to her to join them in the darkness. Things were so
out of order, things needed to be set back in their proper places, the right things had to be arranged.
“Lyn, I’m fine,” Gabriel said.
She opened her eyes and saw him sitting up in the bed, rubbing his shin. The table had been
set upright again and the pieces of glass had been neatly removed.
“What?”
“I’m fine, it’s just my shin. You don’t have to get upset.”
“It’s just, I really liked that cup. I know it sounds super silly.”
She didn’t mention the unease she felt at having it out of order, or her unease at seeing the
coffee table in disarray. That would just have made things worse.
“No, how is it silly?”
“Well, it’s just a cup and—“
“I’ll buy you a new one, now, come on.”
“But I have to put on makeup!”
Gabriel didn’t understand. He looked at her with those dumb eyes and he just didn’t
understand that she had to put on makeup to avoid looking sickly, and to avoid the comments. Ever
since they had met he had shared that unwavering devotion to her in her highs and low. He had seen
her hit rock bottom and then dig further. He had also seen her climb back up with the weight of the
world on her bony shoulders and he still stuck around. But he didn’t understand, he didn’t
understand no he didn’t
“Lyn, you’re beautiful. It’ll be okay,” he paused. “We don’t have to go.”
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That broke her heart.
“No, no, no, you can’t do that. You can go, I’m just, I don’t know how I feel right now. I
don’t want your friends to think I’m being weird.”
“One, they’re our friends and why would they think that?”
“It’s just…I don’t know, I don’t think you could understand.”
He looked hurt at that statement, looking away briefly.
“Then help me understand, I want to.”
She wanted to tell him about the ghosts she saw in the valley of her dreams. How they
refused to go away no matter what combination cocktail of prescribed medicines she took. She
wanted to tell him that she picked at a scab in the back of her ear and routinely drew blood that she
cleverly concealed with precise use of foundation. But he wouldn’t have understood.
“I just need some time to get my thoughts in order. Let me go and put on makeup. Just five
minutes.”
“Lyn, we don’t have to go if you don’t feel well. We can always stop by next weekend.”
The party would end that night or at the latest, in the morning. The wraiths inside her head
would continue to give chase like they had for the past decade of her life.
“No,” she said, sitting up in the bed and slinging her feet to the left side, making sure to
touch the carpet with her left foot first, then the right, and then pull them up together before hitting
the carpet with both. “I’ll feel better if I go.”
“Are you sure?”
The concern nearly broke her, but she held firm. She placed her hand in his and squeezed,
letting out a quiet exhale.
“I’m sure.”

As she got ready she looked at her reflection in the mirror, hazel eyes boring into hazel eyes
without blinking. Neck twist and slight head tilt to apply the blush and foundation, focusing all her
attention on looking presentable. A small-town Wisconsinite transplant to Houston, Texas, he was
an engineer climbing up the ranks of Marathon Oil. He was also used to being an outsider. In order
to make his business work, he had to be perfect in order to crack through the good-old-boys network
in the area. He had developed in his three children, Lyn, Frank, and Jesse, that perfection is the only

107

thing that kept them alive. It was the only thing that could bring success. Everything had to be
perfect. That mentality worked all the time. Except when it didn’t.
Oh man, when it didn’t.
She started experiencing the black moods as a teenager but chalked it up to the everyday
stresses of being a teenager. Her brothers didn’t seem to have much trouble adapting, and there was
no way she was going to let them get the better of her. Even then, she could face the nightmarish
demons that prowled her subconscious with even some semblance of courage. Part of it was that
her brothers were there at all times and she couldn’t, she refused to, she would not tolerate letting
them down.
She reapplied her eyeliner again, eyes reddening under the furious scrubbing. She tried
again, hoping to have it perfect. Time was running out. She couldn’t let down Gabriel again.

“Okay! I’m ready!”
She stepped out of the bathroom to find Gabriel playing videogames on the couch. Madden
16, it looked like, she had gotten it for his birthday. He raised an eyebrow to indicate that he was,
at the very least, listening.
“What do you think of my outfit?”
A quick glance before he turned his attention back to the game.
“It’s cute.”
“That’s it, just cute?”
She thought the frilly shirt, purchased at the Neiman Marcus in the Galleria, was a little
more than cute. It was the perfect fit for her body, accentuating just the right things. She felt her
fingernails start to dig into her palms. She felt about to say something, but Gabriel quickly shut off
his game.
“No, not just cute. It looks really, really good on you.”
“No, you don’t like it. I’m going to go change.”
“No, Lyn. It looks great. I love it.”
She smiled, but the voice inside her head spoke to her.
He’s just saying that. He has to say it’s cute because there’s no other vocabulary. He also
paid for it so it’s not exactly a ringing endorsement of your relationship. But you’re being
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ungrateful. He got it for you and you’re pouting because he isn’t singing its praises to high
heavens? The hell is wrong with y—
“Let’s go.”

They drove on 45 south in relative silence. It stressed Lyn out.
Talk to him. Just talk to him.
“In 8 miles, exit right towards exit 79A, North. Service. Road,” chirped the GPS navigator.
Gabriel yawned and turned up the volume on the radio. The two hosts were engaged in a
lively debate as to whether or not standout athlete and alleged mythical creature J.J. Watt could
bench-press a car.
“Duh,” Gabriel said. “Like, it’s not even a question. Hey, Lyn,” he said, patting her knee.
“Did you know that whenever J.J. Watt he does pushups, he is actually pushing the earth down?”
“Wait, isn’t that a Chuck Norris joke?”
“Chuck who? Fuck that guy.”
She laughed, mostly to humor him. But she loved him. That much was true. She held his
hand, which was hovering over the gearshift. Thoughts about not being perfect enough started
creeping, with the cold voice waking from a temporary nap.
“It’s going to be okay.”
“I don’t think Lyssa likes me very much.”
“Are you kidding? She loves you!”
“No, she loves you. I’m just like a mosquito stuck on your side.”
“You’re just being anxious.”
“I’m not! I’m…no, you’re right. Do you know who else is going?”
“No one new. Us, Maribel and Adan, Silvia and Erika, I think Sergio. Danielle canceled,
she wasn’t feeling too well. There is nothing to overthink. These people are all your friends.”
His phone started buzzing through his pocket. He fished it out and hit speakerphone.
“Yello?”
“Hey,” it was Lyssa. “Where are you?”
“Traffic on 45.”
“ETA?”
“I’d say a good ten minutes. What’s the rush?”
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“Well, you’re late.”
“I’m also Mexican, that, and, I know you’ve been near Amish country for six years now but
we have this thing called highways.”
“We had highways.”
“Your horse trails don’t count, Lyssa. We’ll be there soon. Need me to pick up something?”
“No, no,” she said. “I just haven’t seen you!”
“I haven’t seen you either! We’ll be there soon.”
A beep indicated the call had disconnected.
You see, not a single thought you. It’s about Gabriel. Maybe you should feign being sick.
“You see, she didn’t even ask about me.”
Gabriel blew air out of his nose and shrugged gently.
“She’s hosting the party, I think it’s implied that she was asking where you were, too.”
“I don’t know…”
“Lynn, it will be fine.”

They arrived at the party fifteen minutes later, following a car into the gated apartment
complex and parking off the side of Building 3. Lyn’s high heels clacked in the pavement as she
kept pace with Gabriel, who was cradling the bottle of wine in his hands as a running back would
handle a football, spinning between invisible opponents. Lyn had a flashback of crashing crystals,
disorder, mess.
“Watch the bottle.”
“I’m fine, babe.”
“It’s all wet on the floor. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“What, like this…?
Gabriel took three large steps before launching himself into the air in a 360 degree spin,
landing gracefully before striking a pose. Left leg ahead of the right in a half-lunge, his body turned
to the side, left arm with palm outstretched, wine bottle tucked securely in right arm and held close
to his ribcage.
“Gabriel, please stop.”
“Okay.”
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“Thank you,” she said, and reached for his hand. As he took it, she felt immediately safer.
Back in control. She thought back to when she first approached Gabriel about her struggles. The
voice inside her head had warned her against it. Don’t do it don’t do it don’t do it he’ll leave you
are you crazy?
He didn’t run away. He stayed. Actually did research. But he couldn’t ever truly understand.
It was hard enough controlling everything inside herself.
But he tried, and she almost felt sorry for him.
Gabriel knocked on the door several times and then stepped back.
The door opened and a short woman ran out. She was dressed in blue jeans, black shirt, and
converse sneakers. She grabbed him by the waist and hugged him, pressing her face against his
chest. “Well, hello, Lyssa.”
“Fucker. I missed you,” she said and then turned to face Lyn. “Lyn! Glad you could make
it!”
“Hey Lyssa, welcome!”
Lyssa separated herself from Gabriel and gave Lyn a hug of her own.
“Come in, come in!”
The trio walked into the apartment. Maribel and Adan were off to the side in one couch,
watching television. Silvia and Sergio were playing a one on one game of beer pong. Erika was
watching from the kitchen, absent-mindedly munching on some chips. After hellos and pleasantries,
Lyn retreated to the couch while Lyssa headed to the kitchen. “Hey Gabriel, c’mere, I want to show
you something.”
Lyn observed from a distance. Lyssa and Gabriel had been childhood friends, separated
briefly in high school before reuniting in college at the University of Houston. It inexplicably made
Lyn uneasy, even though there had been absolutely nothing between the two friends.
She’s probably going to go to the bedroom. With him. And she’s been drinking. She’s going
to be out of control.
Lyssa instead knocked on the door and waited. The door opened and a man stepped out.
Lyn craned her neck to see who it was.
“Gabriel, I want you to meet Tim. My boyfriend. We met at work while he was finishing
up his degree at PCAD.”
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“Oh shit! So that’s what the surprise was about? Wow! Nice to meet you, man!” Gabriel
said, stretching out his hand and shaking with Tim. Lyn stood up and walked over to that particular
trio.
“Gabriel, nice to meet you. She’s told me a lot about you.”
“Man, whatever she’s told you, I swear the hooker was dead when I got there. Oh, Tim, let
me introduce you to my girlfriend, Lyn.”
“Hi,” she said, waving from a few steps away.
Stupid stupid stupid
“Hey there. Nice to meet you!”

The party continued. Lyn hated parties but this came with the territory, the act. You have to
be social. You have to be desirable. You had to keep the feelings of being overwhelmed by attention
to yourself no matter what the cost. It was what had allowed her to rise as a marketing specialist.
The drawback came from the days when she needed to recover. The more crowd, the more noise,
the longer she would take to recover. Sometimes it resulted in days of black and blue depression.
But she had to do her best, at least for Gabriel, who was at the moment paired up with Lyssa against
Sylvia and Erika in another game of beer pong. While Sergio had excused himself to the restroom
and Tim stood apart.
At least be a good conversationalist. Talk to him. Be polite. Be respectful. Network.
Remember.
She was scared to approach this tall, strange red-headed entity.
“Hey, so, um, how did you two meet?” she said, awkwardly gesturing at Lyssa.
“Well, one of my friends had originally tried to set me up with one of her coworkers at his
birthday at a bowling alley.”
“Wait, they have bowling alleys in the Amish country? Isn’t that against their weird
religion?”
“Well, Lancaster is a metropolitan area, and I do have a lot of Amish friends.”
“Oh my god, I am so, so, sorry! I didn’t mean it, like, no, I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry,”
If her face was an emoticon, it would be colon left parentheses over and over again. Tim
frowned at her and then laughed.
“No, don’t worry about it. Trust me, I’ve heard much worse. It’s okay!”
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“I feel terrible.”
Well, you should.
“Don’t sweat it,” he said, smiling broadly.
“Yeah,” Lyssa said, popping over quickly as a ball rolled under the table toward Lyn. She
gave Tim a quick peck on the lips and then faced Lyn. “You should have heard me that night. Every
Amish joke in the book. He stuck around.”
Tim shrugged.
“You did put out.”
“Fuck-face.”
Lyn recovered and asked how the first meeting had gone.
“Not how you’d expect. Lyssa got drunk so I kinda foolishly volunteered to take care of her.
My friend ended up hooking up with the girl he wanted me to set me up with and I spent the next
24 hours making sure that Lyssa’s liver hadn’t shut down.”
See, she’s out of control. Imagine if someone had seen you in that state?
“Wow, that’s awfully romantic,” Lyn said.
“It’s really not. They towed my car because it didn’t have a sticker, and that was on a Sunday
so nothing was open.”
“That’s still sort of romantic.”
“Well, once you get past the hair-pulling and making-sure-she-didn’t-choke-on-her-pukeing aside, it was an interesting first date.”
Gabriel interjected after banking a quick shot into one of the remaining four cups on the
other side of the table.
“Beats her usual first dates, where the man manages to run away screaming for his life.”
“Hey!”
Gabriel received a ping-pong ball in his face for his trouble.
Oh my God, you talk about perfection and you’ve gone and upset someone.
Tim smiled at her.
See he’s already thinking you’re a total ass.
“Man, I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine, Lyn,” he said, holding up his hands.
“Excuse me,” she said, standing up to head to the restroom.
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Staring at the lights, she took note of the mess that was Lyssa’s bathroom. Nothing was in
order, make up on the left side instead of the right which reduced efficiency by 15%, as she assumed
Lyssa was left-handed. Her own makeup had smeared. Cracks in perfection. An attack was coming,
heart-rate increasing, breathing being quicker.
The door opened behind her and Lyssa stepped in, shutting it quickly behind her.
“Hey,” she said to a frozen Lyn. “Breathe.”
The words were tender, soft.
“I just, sorry, I can’t explain it.”
Each word came out as a different breath.
“Hey, look at me.”
Lyn broke eye contact from her twin in the mirror and turned to Lyssa, who reached out to
touch her hand. Lyn flinched a little.
“Look at me, Lyn, please.”
Lyn looked down.
“Okay, just take a deep breath. Hold it, and let it out.”
Lyssa demonstrated, and Lyn followed the example.
“Again, please.”
The two did the breathing two more times, and then Lyssa smiled.
“You don’t have to say anything. I know it’s tough. I get to those spots, too.”
“It means a lot, thank you.”
And for once, there was no alternative voice from the mirror yelling at her.
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Coffeehouse Anarchism

Jorge hated nursing hangovers. It was as if the reward for having fun was to hit him over
the head with a newspaper. Only the newspaper was actually a hammer, and it was much more
than a series of light swaps on the inside of his skull. As he rinsed off, he heard his phone go off
back inside his bedroom. He pointedly ignored it under his personal mantra of being unavailable
for regular business during 8-12 a.m. on Saturday mornings.
But the phone kept on ringing. This was another call. Suspicion kicked in and he shakily
stepped out of the shower, feeling that any sudden movement would trigger a wave of nausea.
The 16-bit ringtone ended and then started up again.
“Damnit.”
There was a knock in the bathroom door.
“Hey, bro,” it was Mohammed, his roommate. “Your phone’s ringing.”
“Can you answer it?”
“Two things, one, the door is locked to your room and two, I’m not your damn secretary.
Jeez.”
“Ugh, fine.”
Jorge exited the bathroom and took three steps to the bed before collapsing. The phone
displayed INCOMING CALL: ELLA LEE. He slid a wet finger through the screen and activated
the phone’s speakerphone function.
“Hello?”
“Hey you, about time you pick up. I’ve been calling you for like 2 minutes.”
“I was showering.”
“Cool, anyway, I’m feeling like coffee, want to come pick me up?”
“I’m hungover.”
“And whose fault is that?”
“Well, mine, but—“
“But nothing. Come on, you know you want to see me. Plus, I have to tell you about my
trip.”
“Fine.”
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He did want to see her, sort of. He had been drawn to her ever since they shared the same
prerequisite classes as undergraduate philosophy majors at Rice University. He wanted her from
the second she spoke up in class, rising to the occasion when the professor allowed her to argue
about the origins of anarchism through Plato and Aristotle. That was during her libertarian stage.
As sophomores, she swung to the right and talked him into joining the Young Republicans at the
school. As juniors, she had made an almost complete turn to the left, signing up to support Jill
Stein and the Green Party because she felt Obama had not done enough for the environment.
Jorge remembered that particular conversation, and how he did not bring up the fact that just a
year and a half prior, she had been staunch that Obama was doing too much for the environment
and not enough for private corporations. She was a paradox, and he couldn’t figure her out. He
couldn’t figure himself out, either. He couldn’t figure out the draw. Her friendship wasn’t the
most orthodox, but still…
Maybe it was the first time they kissed, an electric shock at a party where he had been
tasked to be the DD.
Maybe it was the first intimate night they shared at the expense of her then-boyfriend
who had cheated on her by ogling a model as they shopped at the Houston Galleria.
Or maybe it was really just a result of him getting a concussion after the same boyfriend
drove his shoulder into his head during an “accidental” tackle in an intramural flag football game
a week or so after the fact.
The drive took him from Midtown Houston all the way up to the Woodlands, a drive
made nightmarish by having Highway 290 shut down due to ever-present construction. When he
finally arrived, he waited and called her cellphone. No answer. Waited ten minutes. Called again.
His sunglasses offered a tiny bit of mercy for his encroaching headache. No answer. A car
approached from behind and he pulled over to the side to let them through and make his way
inside the complex. Called again, finally, an answer.
“Oh, hey! Sorry, was getting ready. God, so impatient,” she said through the phone. “I’ll
be downstairs in five minutes. Just pull up near the leasing office.”
“Te gusta la mala vida,” his father had told him once over Christmas break that his
family visited. His only counter was a sheepish smile and obscuring his face behind his
michelada in a mug.
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Five minutes quickly turned to fifteen as he waited, and then—there she was. Moving in
cinematic slow motion because even his infatuation was a damned cliché. Leather sandals, cutoff jeans, long-bronze legs, low-cut blouse, and a cowboy hat.
“What are you staring at?” was her greeting.
“Nothing, the hat looks good on you.”
“You think so? It’s an ugly hat. Also, you really need to clean this car out. And, ah, shit.”
“What?”
“I left my sunglasses in the apartment.”
Instead of saying “So what?” Jorge found himself offering his small mercy to her.
“Aw, you’re so sweet. Anyway, coffee?”
“Coffee.”
“Where do you want to go?”
“I think I passed one on the way.”
“Oh, the one on Rayford Road?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
“Never in a million years. It’s a little bit…urban, if you catch my drift.”
“Fine, where do you want to go?”
“Well, I haven’t had some good Vietnamese in a while. So, let’s hit up Midtown and we
can grab coffee there after.”
“All the way back down there?”
“There’s no better place for Vietnamese. It’s like you wouldn’t go to River Oaks for
Mexican food, would you?”
“Well, no, but,”
“There you go. Come on, drive.”

The pair arrived at Starbucks a little past noon, just off the corner of Louisiana and
McGowen. Jorge’s headache had improved from nausea-inducing to dull migraine. Pho had
helped. As they pulled up, Jorge took note of a panhandler resting under the shade of a tree.
“DISABLED VET” was scrawled in dull Sharpie on a piece of cardboard.
“What are you staring at?” Ella asked, as she looked up from her phone.
“Homeless dude.”
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“Oh,” she said, and then shrugged, waiting for Jorge to open the door for her. As she did
so “It’s what happens when you’ve got all these rich white kids gentrifying everything. Ugh. I
can’t stand them.”
“Should we give him like some water at least?” Jorge said to Ella’s back, if she heard
him, she gave no notice.

Twelve dollars for two coffees. The “Starbucks Special” of the day. She wanted to be in
the sunlight. He didn’t. So they ended up sitting outside. This way, she could at least smoke.
“So,” she said, looking up from her phone for a split-second. “What did you do last
night?”
“House party at Tim Parker’s to watch the game.”
“Tim Parker, the engineer?”
“Yeah, I think you know him?”
“Briefly. I told him I’d go out with him if he helped me pass Cal.”
“So that’s how you aced it!”
“Well, yeah.”
“I don’t recall you dating Parker at any point, though.”
“Uh, who do you think I am? I’m not a slut. It’s his fault.”
“That wasn’t nice.”
“No, not really. But how was his party?”
“Not bad. They had St. Arnold’s freely available. Such a relief from the usual swill.”
She made a face.
“You know I don’t like to drink,” she said. “And I don’t like putting myself in situations
where the plebes all around me are going to be drinking and talking about stuff that is beneath
my station. Sports are just the opiate of the masses.”
“Remind me again why it is you don’t like to drink?”
“It clouds my judgment. It’s unhealthy, too.” she said, and took a long drag from a thin
cigarette.
“It’s just another way for the corporations to control us, keeping us drunk and stupid.”
“Yeah, those bastards,” Jorge agreed, stretching out his legs. Skinny Levi’s to scrawny
legs. “We should do something about it.”
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“That’s what I love about you.”
“I thought you loved my Guevaran good looks.”
“That’s so infantile. I love your revolutionary zeal – you’re my beardless Marx.”
Jorge rubbed the back of his hand on his five o’ clock shadow. “Ouch, Russian, not
Latino?”
“The revolution embraces us all, Jorge, total equality for everyone, regardless of race.”
“Cheesy.”
“But accurate,” she said, and reached down onto her vintage designer book bag, proudly
obtained from a local thrift store. “I wanted to show you something.”
“Pictures from last week’s trip?”
“Oh, yeah, no, I meant this.”
She stretched out a finely manicured hand, a diamond charm bracelet laid over her wrist.
“Do you like?”
“I…guess. What is it?”
“A gift. From the guy I was seeing.”
“Was?”
“Yeah, the lawyer I told you about? He was very sweet on me, but he didn’t want to
continue our affair. He was too in love with his wife.”
“He was married?”
“Yeah! Poor bastard. I said fine, and sent his wife some of my pictures. I don’t like when
people mess around with my feelings.”
“But, I thought you didn’t like him.”
“I didn’t, but he apparently wanted some bitch over me.”
“His wife?”
“Yeah. No difference. Now, let me show you the pictures. Stop making that face, I’m not
going to show you my nudes. You’ve already seen those.”
“I wasn’t—“
“Sure, you weren’t.”
She took off her, well, his sunglasses and set them on the table. She fished out the silver
Apple laptop from her purse. As she did so, she knocked Jorge’s sunglasses into the ground.
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“Careful!” he said, picking the sunglasses from the floor and wiping the dust with the
edge of his shirt.
“Oh, don’t be such a bourg, here, take a look!”
A slideshow of pictures, a number of them capable of making a complete mockery of the
rule of thirds. Jorge stopped midway through, at a picture of Ella posing with frail Indian
children, the image blurry, out of focus. A fortune cookie quote in Helvetica font superimposed
on the image.
“IF YOU HAVE HOPE – YOU HAVE EVERYTHING – Anonymous” the quote said.
“Fun trip, huh?” Jorge asked.
“Yeah, I had so much fun! I know I told you all about it, but I felt I really impacted the
lives of those children. God, I can’t stand how our corporations are turning us and them into
slaves.”
“I know how that feels, Ella,” Jorge said, slowly hitting the right key on Ella’s keyboard,
browsing through more pictures. It was an empty platitude, one that would disappear with the
next fashion trend. “I wish we could help them all. I hate being here, being part of the imperialist
machine helping keep those slavers in power.”
“We can help them rise up, Jorge.”
“Excuse me,” said a new voice. Ella and Jorge looked up at a homeless man, his
cardboard sign hanging from a tiny sliver of yarn around his neck. “Can you spare some cash?”
The smell wafted through the smoke and the coffee. Day-old urine, bottom-shelf
whiskey.
“Um, no,” Ella said, picking up her purse from the floor and clutching it tight against her
body.
“Just a dollar, ma’am, for something to eat. I’m a veteran.”
“Um, you’re interrupting something. I don’t care who you are. Do you know who I am?”
“Er, no, ma’am.”
“Good, it doesn’t matter, now, can you please leave?”
Jorge sheepishly looked up at the man, in a tattered camouflage jacket, khaki pants, and
the smell of old urine wafting from him. He stared daggers at Ella, who pointedly ignored the
request and said nothing until the man left, leaving behind him a faint smell of smoke.
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“The nerve of some people,” she said, as the man went over to another table. “Anyway, I
was saying we could help the people I was with, empower them. I’m going over there in a few
months for another study abroad, you should come with me!”
“Who’s paying?”
“Wait, can’t you like, get a scholarship or something?”
Jorge gave her a serious look.
“What do you mean?”
“You know. Hispanic achievement or something. They give them out like it’s nothing.
Which,” she said, adding punctuating the pause with a thrust of her cigarette. “It’s a great idea.
Honestly, we’ve been fighting for your people for a good, long time now.”
“Er, number one, I didn’t get scholarships to come here. I’m going to be saddled in debt
for the rest of my natural-born life and probably a bit after.”
“I know but—“
Jorge held up a hand, not able to recognize himself.
“Hold on, let me speak for once. LULAC? MAEC and the huelga schools? We’ve been
there long before we became hashtags.”
“Whoa, hey, easy there. I’m just saying I want to be a good ally.”
But that’s not what you…ugh, okay,” he said, suddenly feeling the effects of the Ella
Nyquil kick in. He took another sip of overpriced coffee. “Anyway. What are you doing
tonight?”
“I’m actually going to study. I have a test for O-Chem next week and my study buddies
bailed out on me.”
“Why?”
“I told them I’d pay them $20 bucks last week for helping me out.”
“And, let me guess, you didn’t?”
“They guaranteed an A. I got a B.”
“Jesus,” he said, shaking his head.
“I know, right? Don’t advertise if you won’t deliver. Do you mind if I stay at your place
and then you can drop me off after I’m done studying.”
“I’m waiting on Jason and Josh to give me a call, they were thinking about going to
watch a movie.”
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“Well…”
Her face got downcast.
“You can study at my place. I will be there.”
The clouds over her face immediately disappeared and she lit up.
“Good!”

Jorge loved Ella. At least he thought he did. She was the closest thing to a girlfriend he
had had during his undergraduate career. There had been other women, sure, none of which had
a particular fondness for Ella, and that was the deal-breaker. All in or fold, he told them.
Meanwhile he had expected no such deals from Ella. She was a free woman, and she made sure
he knew that.
She had made herself comfortable in the living room, Mohammed had retreated to his
own room, and Jorge had set up shop by the kitchen table. He looked up at her, legs pulled up
right to her body, lower lip munching on a strand of hair as she pored over her notes. A
documentary on the Stonewall Riots was on mute on the television.
“I’m seeing smoke come out of your head, Ella.”
She paused.
“This isn’t too easy.”
“I still don’t understand why you wanted to take o-chem of all things when you could
have picked something like geology.”
“That would be no fun,” she said, tossing her head back. “I like a challenge.”
The phone rang. Jorge looked at the screen: JOSHUA
He hit send and placed the phone to his ear.
“Yo.”
“Hey, we’re a go for tonight. Meet us there?”
“Sure, where at?”
“Marqee is the closest.”
“Alright. Time?”
“Thirty.”
“Kay. See you there.”
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He looked up from the table to see Ella glaring at him. Jorge suspected his genetics had
not stressed the importance of self-preservation because he thought she looked even more
beautiful whenever she was agitated.
“Uh, where are you going?”
“To…the movies? Remember I said I probably had plans?”
“Yeah, probably and absolutely are two different words. I know you’re ESL but, what the
fuck, man?”
“No, I said you could come here and study. So, you can come to the movie, or you can
wait here and finish preparing for the exam and I can take you home after.”
“I want you to stay.”
“Why?”
“Because I like being around you. It helps me study.”
“I love being around you too, Ella. But you can’t just have me around all the time.”
“I can if I wanted to.”
“Yeah, but you don’t. So, drop me off before you leave.”
“You’re telling me I’m going to have to go to The Woodlands. Drop you off, and come
back?”
“You got time, no?”
“Not for that.”
“So, I’m going to have to sit here and study and not talk to anyone?”
“It’s precisely what you have been doing for the last three hours, yeah.”
“What, am I some sort of doll you can just leave on the couch?”
“No, you’re someone that needs to study.”
“Oh, so I’m stupid, huh?”
She flung her notebook at him, and he quickly batted it down.
“What the hell is gotten into you?” he shouted.
“Nothing, I just don’t like assholes.”
“I’m the asshole?”
“Yeah. So go watch your stupid movie.”
She stormed off into his bedroom and there was a loud click.
He knocked on the door.
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“Ella.”
“What?”
“Open the door.”
“No, fuck you, a movie is more important than spending time with your best friend.”
“That’s not what this is, at all.”
“Seems like it.”
“So, you’re kicking me out of my own apartment?”
“Pretty much. So, go, play with your friends.”
Jorge opened his mouth as if to say something else, but thought better of it. Mohammed
poked his head out of his bedroom.
“Uh…everything okay here?”
“Yeah.”
“Is she at any risk to herself or to me?”
“No, probably just me.”
“Alright, sweet. I get the TV back.”
He headed back into the room and turned the TV over to the BBC’s Top Gear, restoring
the volume.

Jorge drove, furious, to the movie theater. It wasn’t the first time Ella had reacted like
this to something minor. The targets were usually the same. People on the street. Bad drivers.
Slow waiters. Bad grades. Getting called a conservative. Getting called a hippie. But she had
never lashed out at him. He hit the steering wheel. He met up with Josh and Jason at the lobby.
“Man, you look like you’ve had a bad day.”
“It wasn’t a bad day until,” he paused. Speaking negatively about her made him pause.
“Nah, I’m just a bit hungover.”
“Ah,” Jason said, with just a little bit of skepticism in his voice. They knew about Ella.
“Well. Movie time. Let’s go!”
The movie was enjoyable, the umpteenth Marvel movie released in that stretch of years.
But he couldn’t stop thinking about the incident earlier.
“Hey, want to grab Whataburger?” Josh offered after the movie ended.
Jorge shook his head.
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“There’s some errands I have to run first.”
“Okay. Next time.”
When he pulled out of the Marqee parking lot, he headed straight down I-10 towards his
apartment. But as he hit 610, he kept going, further into town. Down through Allen Parkway, a
right on Dallas. Straight through downtown and then up to Midtown, back to the same Starbucks
where he had been earlier. Jorge wondered if…yes, there he was.
Jorge got out of the car and walked over to the homeless man.
“Sir?”
The man’s eyes were glazed over, but then they regained focus.
“Eh?”
“I want to know your name.”
“It’s uh, Gary.”
“Gary,” Jorge said, feeling different. Stranger. Gary himself looked unsure as to what
Jorge was about to say or do.
“I want to say I am sorry for not saying anything earlier.”
“It’s…it’s alright. You get used to that.”
“You shouldn’t.”
“What can you do about it?”
“Fuck if I know,” Jorge said, shrugging. “You think you’ve got all the answers and then
you realize you don’t know shit.”
“Amen to that,” Gary said. “So was that your girlfriend, your wife?”
Jorge laughed, a hollow, bitter laugh.
“In my dreams she was. I think I’m finally waking up.”
“Is that why you’re here on a Saturday night talking to a hobo?”
“Well, I didn’t get to have dinner. Let’s get some food.”
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Life when you have multiple windows open

When I wake up, there’s a castle on the horizon. The skies are clear, and I’m on
horseback. Panfilo, my horse, is a handsome destrier, brown with splotches of white on his side.
I feel the weight of the armor on me, stifling and itchy in the summer weather; chafing in parts
that would get me stares around these parts. But it’s secure, fastened tight but mobile enough so
as not to tax my energy too much. I draw my breath and edge Panfilo forward. With luck, I might
be able to make it to the village of Naltza before nightfall. That’s assuming, of course that the
information the Moontower Knights provided was reliable. If true, I could at the very least, get to
sleep under a roof for one night. And maybe, just maybe, I would get an answer as to how to best
get to the---

“Hey, Veronica.”
My eyes suddenly focused and I saw a blank document on the screen in front of me,
cursor blinking on and off as if it were checking on my pulse. I turned to my left to see Jermaine
looking at me.
“Yeah?”
“Did you get the email from the boss? She wants the copy for the car dealership ready
already. He said it was due today.”
“Why didn’t she email us all?”
“Because he figured you weren’t going to respond.”
“I thought I had already emailed him about it.”
“Apparently not. Go check.”
I opened my inbox and scrolled through the sent folder before I felt a wave of cold rush
through my body as I saw the email in my drafts folder. Neatly typed up, attachments
included…and stuck because I had forgotten to hit send. I hastily scribbled an apology as I
forwarded that email to the boss.
“My bad, Jay.”
“No worries.”
I opened up the blank document and looked at my scribbles on the moleskin notebook.
The proof for the next assignment one wasn’t due until the coming Monday, but I figured it was
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a good time to avoid getting under the boss’s skin too much. I spent the next thirty minutes
staring and clicking throughout my screen, adjusting the design of the ad to meet with the
client’s specifications, scribbled hatefully on my notebook.

The car was a brand-new 2015 Range Rover, sleek black. At thirty minutes in, I pictured
myself in the car, heading to hit up Edwards uptown. It would definitely be a significant upgrade
to my turn-of-the century Ford Explorer. And talk about gas mileage! I mean, not like I was
buying into the actual ad or its catchy Ford is the best in Texas jingle because, I mean, is it best
in Oklahoma? And what is the criterion for determining something that is best, maybe the bestseller? I don’t think I could make a living selling cars. I did B2B sales for a week and after
getting thrown out by security once I kind of realized that sales weren’t for me. Designing
things? More of my thing. But this car, wow, maybe I could save up, although with the holiday
season winding down and our Black Friday ads all proofed already there wouldn’t be any extra
income coming in. The time off was great, but a week off for Christmas did not translate into
holiday pay. It was good to go home, though.
The door to the designers’ room opened and I nearly fell out of my balance ball chair as
Nick stomped in.

“Jeez, Veronica. It’s like you’re all wound up over something,” he said, slinging his
messenger bag under his desk and turning his monitor back on. As he walked in, the smell of
coriander and vanilla followed him in.
“Most people see a closed door and they knock,” I said, stabilizing myself.
“It’s my office, too. You people,” he replied as he logged in. He turned to face me, red
hair looking almost golden in the ample sunlight of the room. “What are you working on?”
“The ad for River Oaks Luxury Motorsports. What do you think?”
I turned the monitor so that he could have a better view.
“Looks good. Can’t believe they’re really pushing that model out.”
Jermaine spun on his chair and looked at the ad as well. “Oh, that does look good! Fun
fact, I think one of the pastors in my church has one. It’s amazing.”
“Yeah,” I said. “I don’t know too much about those cars. That’s Robbie’s area. Doesn’t
she drive like a Benz?”
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Jermaine shrugged. “Yeah, it’s not a corvette, but it’s good-looking. I can’t wait to have
my baby back.”
“Is it still at the shop?”
“Until Monday.”
“Ouch,” Nick said. “Who’s driving us to the crawfish boil tomorrow, then?”
“Michael volunteered, plus after last year, I think it’s best he comes.”
“What happened last year?” Veronica asked.
“Well, let’s just say that there was a lot of booze and not a lot of cars and a lot of
walking.” Nick said, laughing. “Man, thank God for Whataburger.”
Just then a voice called out from somewhere else in the office.
“Hey, Design Team! You working or chit-chatting over there?” The rich contralto of our
president, Neeta, rang from the other end of the office.
“Sorry, boss-ma’am!” Jermaine called back. “We’ll focus!”
Jermaine nodded at me. I stretched to the side and closed the door to hide our
conversations a little bit.
“Was she there?”
Nick looked extremely uncomfortable, but nodded.
“Yeeeeeeah, but that’s something we’d better leave alone. Hurry up and save that file so
the boss can approve it.”
I gave him a strange look and then turned back to my monitors to finish up the design
before sending it over to the boss. As I walked away, I thought back on the Moontower Knights.
Maybe their information was indeed accurate and I was just overthinking things. I mean, there
had been that time when they had saved my ass from a very literal and very painful fire
encroaching on the Inn I was staying at.

As I drove home, I had everything setup for my afternoon. I was going to get my hair
dyed, then go change, then hit up the movies and maybe get some dinner afterwards with Sarah,
one of my college friends. I ran into my roommate Luisa in the parking garage. “Hey, you’re
home early,” I said.
“I had to run home real quick. Going to spend the night at the library.”
“You poor, poor, thing.”
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“Thanks, you’re always so comforting.”
I had scarce seen Luisa for the entire month, preparation for the Texas Bar had kept her
away from the apartment for most of that month, which gave me more control over the
television, and the groceries. The downside is that I also had to be more mindful of Grunt,
Luisa’s pug. Our footsteps echoed in the cold cement of the hallway and as we got nearer to the
apartment, there was a strange smell in the air.
“You smell that?” Luisa asked. I sniffed the air, it was musty, spoiled.
“Yeah, it’s weird.”
And when we opened the door to the apartment, it hit us like a hook to the stomach. The
smell of combined dog waste, spoiled chicken, and rotten fruit seared into our nostrils and made
us nearly retch.
“What the fuck, Veronica?” Luisa said as she was the first one in. I followed her to see an
apocalyptic scene. Plastic trash bags, or rather, their remains, were all over the apartment, their
contents emptied throughout the carpet and floor of the living and dining rooms. In the middle of
the chaos and destruction was Grunt, tail wagging and not having the common decency to look
the least bit sorry.
“What the fuck,” Luisa repeated again, staring in complete shock at the living room.
“He’s just a dog, Luisa, it was an acci-“
“It’s not the fucking dog. Did you take the trash out like you said you would?”
“I figured he’d be okay, it’s—“
“Okay, cool it, Mrs. Cesar Milan, that’s not answering the question. Did you take out the
trash?”
“I forgot, I was in a hurry to leave—“
“Oh my God that’s always the case with you! You know what, fuck this. I’m stressed out,
I don’t want to be around you for a bit. Clean this shit up. I’m going to study. And you should
really get that whole thing checked out before you leave the gas on or something and kill us all.”
“We have an electric stove.”
“JESUS.”
She stormed to her room and came right back out with a backpack a few seconds later
and exited just as quickly, slamming the door behind her. I looked down at Grunt, who barked
once, and then set about to clean. So much for getting my hair done.
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Two hours into the process, I decided to take a well-deserved break and play a round or
two of videogames to distress. Luisa had her weed, I preferred killing randos online. I had my
headset muted as usual, I wasn’t in any mood to deal with the barrage of sexism that came from
old-enough-to-know-better manchildren who couldn’t comprehend the idea of a woman playing
videogames. For all they cared, I was just another nameless space marine, killing aliens left and
right. I was a hero there, saving the galaxy one planet at a time with my avatar, feeling myself
sucked right into the action for a few minutes before I finally felt my cell phone vibrate close to
me. I logged off from the game and saw 4 new texts and 2 missed calls from Sarah.
“Hey, dummy.”
“Hey, Sarah.”
“How come you’re not picking up?”
“I was…I was cleaning the apartment.”
“You were playing videogames, weren’t you?”
I sighed.
“I was playing videogames.”
“I fucking knew it.”
“Yep. What’s up?”
“Since I’m going to ahead and guess that you didn’t read my text messages, I wanted to
ask you if you wanted to meet up for dinner before instead of after the movie?”
“Possibly. I’m trying to hurry up and tidy up a bit here first.”
“Luisa giving you shit again?”
“This time it was called for. I forgot to take out the trash and somehow Grunt got through
it.”
“Ew. That dog. Well, yeah, that’s pretty bad.”
“I know, she even said I should get it fixed. I don’t know what she meant, maybe get
some pills or something.”
I swear I could almost hear the grimace on the other end of the line.
“What?”
“Nothing, nothing, I mean, I’m sure it wouldn’t hurt to explore…”
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“Look, I’m 25. I’ve got a good career. I’ve made it this far without being a pill-popper,
I’m not about to-“
“Hey, hey, relax. I was just saying. Look, finish whatever you’re doing around the house
and I’ll pick you up in an hour.”
“Sounds good.”
I hung up and stared at the login screen in front of me. That was when I felt the noise
again. It was annoying, just as annoying as being told I needed to get help. The way I’ve
explained it is simple. To have attention deficit disorder is to have a browser window inside your
head with multiple tabs open. They’re all playing videos, music, or even just scrolling text and
for everyone you close, two more pop up. I had never been officially diagnosed, nor did I want to
visit shrinks here in the states when my family and I moved. It was something you just didn’t
discuss. All I knew is that I had to work twice as hard and discipline myself and I could
overcome it. So far, I had. Sure, there was the incident in college that kept me from graduating
with honors, and then leaving one of my internships after college because I forgot something
else, but those were minor incidents and things that would not have panned out and my lot in life
would not have been as good as I had it right now. But in moments like this, I felt the brunt of
the disorder. With nothing to do, with no focus in my head, the noise crept in and jumbled
everything up. It was like a wave of white static that drowned thoughts and words seduced away
from coherence and then summarily destroyed. I shook my head and turned on the music in my
laptop. Movement and music cleared away the noise.

“So, then we went from getting the hamburger at Hullabaloo Diner just outside C-stat
and, man, I was STILL wasted. Like, I didn’t even…well, actually, it was like that one time my
friends and I had to make a long road trip back to Buccee’s on a road trip because we forgot that
my buddy Luke had the shits and didn’t tell us he was going to the bathroom. But, anyway, that
cheesecake at Hullaballoo was memorable. Remember how Gabby, my roommate didn’t want to
touch the cheesecake and we ended up getting into a fork battle over it?”
I started laughing, remembering the thought. Nick gave me a puzzled look.
“What?”
“What were you saying about heading out to College Station in the first place?”
“I don’t remember.”
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“Veronica, I swear.”
“Sorry!”
Neeta came over and place her arms around me, splashing some of her vodka cranberry
on my exposed shoulder. I smiled at my boss.
“How’s it going?” she asked, pulling a seat from a table behind her and inserting himself
between Nick and myself. Nick slightly edged back.
“Hey boss, good. Thank you for the invite.”
“It’s what we do here. We’ve got your back.”
“Thank you, ma’am. By the way, I sent the—“
“No work talk! We’re having fun! Here,” Neeta looked up and flagged down a harriedlooking waitress.
“One more round of shots.”
I took one with my boss, Nick and one of the administrative assistants. It felt like my
throat was on fire, and coughed appropriately. Neeta laughed. “Too strong? Stick to beer, haha!”
she left to the other side of the table. I looked at Nick, eyebrows arched in a silent question.
“This is normal. But hey, free beer,” he said, raising his pint-glass in a half-assed toast.
A toast, like buttered toast, which we had for breakfast that day we went to the brewery.
“A brewery!”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“We were going to College Station for a brewery tour, but I didn’t read the information
correctly and we ended up just crashing at a friend’s house and drinking there instead. We drank
a lot that weekend, from what I remember.”
“Doesn’t seem you remember much sometimes,” Nick said, and then laughed. “But, it’s
whatever.”
Beer silenced the static, I noticed. It was easier for me to smile and not think too hard
with my senses dulled by a tasty brew. I noticed the static faded slowly, fizzing away as my beer
fizzed in my stomach. I noticed. I noticed. I noticed. I noticed. I noticed.

I notice that there is a strange disparity between not noticing things and noticing
everything. I noticed the way Jermaine’s eyes widened just a little bit when Robbie let out a
string of obscenities after spilling some crawfish juice on her pants leg. I noticed the way a single
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drop of condensation, perfectly formed, was sliding down my glass. I noticed the little things
when they didn’t matter, and when it did, that was when they tended to disappear from sight,
from mind, disappearing like the sun disappears once I entered into warp relay to another star
cluster in order to save the galaxy. I noticed that I had been at this restaurant once before with
one of my internship friends and how they had made some fancy plans to go to a strip club. I
laughed and went along with it, I wanted to belong, I noticed. I noticed that I was suddenly
staring into nothingness, the static beginning the hissing sound again. I finished the rest of my
beer in a few savage gulps in other to quiet it down again, at least to a more manageable, more
tolerable hum.
I woke up in my room, the goldenrod of sunset bleeding in through my window. My head
was scramble eggs and a jackhammer to the inner part of the temple. I sat up, but that was a
mistake. A wave of nausea hit me suddenly and I stumbled to the bathroom to empty my guts. It
just made the headache worse as I rocked back, with my naked back touching the cold marble of
the tub. Balancing myself weakly, I stumbled into the tub and turned on the water. The water felt
better, dulling the headache just a little bit, sliding all over my…wait…how was it I was naked in
the first place? I never slept in the nude. What happened? I stopped the water and ran back into
my room to look at my clothes. I know my general housekeeping style could be described as one
describes the scene of a break-in, but my clothes were nowhere to be found. What happened?
That’s when I noticed the closet light on, and the door shut. I opened the door, dripping water
into the carpet and saw…my clothes, in a neat pile on the floor. I reached down to pick them up
and that’s when I caught the smell on my clothes of coriander and vanilla. I held my wrist
against my nose and sniffed. Coriander and vanilla. My heart sank. What did I do?
I noticed. I noticed that the static was not there because I was too busy worrying. I looked
for my phone and founded it under a pile of pillows in my bed. I tried to turn it on only to realize
mid-turn-on screen that the battery was completely shot. What happened? I noticed the smell. I
threw on a shirt and ran out to the living room to find the spare charger only to run into Robbie
napping on the couch.
“Robbie?”
Her eyes fluttered open, recognized Veronica, then shut again.
“Robbie.”
“Mmmmmmwhat?”
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“What are you doing here?”
“Sleeping. Or, more honestly, trying to.”
“What happened last night?”
“Mmh.”
Her nostrils flared a tiny snore came out of her mouth.
“Robbie.”
“What?”
“Last night?”
“You’re like a broken record.”
“Well, I woke up naked and my clothes smell like men’s cologne.”
“Oh that.”
“Yes, that.”
Robbie stretched out her arms and groaned as her stiff muscles were stretched.
“We went to another bar after, you, Nick, Allen, me. You got real drunk. Kept on saying
something about the noise and wanting to quiet it down, that’s why we went to Whataburger.
Nick drove us here after, and on the way there you opened his glove compartment and started
spraying eeeeeverything. I think you realized what happened because you wouldn’t stop
apologizing for like, 30 minutes. He dropped us off here, you said I could crash the couch, and
then I heard the water running before you went to bed.”
“Oh.”
“Why are you not wearing pajamas?”
“Because I thought I was alone.”
“Weirdo,” Robbie said before falling asleep again.

On Monday morning, I headed to work, went to my office and plugged my earphones in,
ready for another long day at work. Nick came in, ribbed me a little about the whole cologne
thing, and then sat down at his station. I was still mortified, so I promised I’d buy him a new set
of that cologne he was wearing. At around eleven in the morning, my email buzzed with a
meeting invite from Neeta. I absent-mindedly clicked accept and then returned to my work. After
lunch, I realized I still had a few minutes, so I clocked back in and grabbed a cup of water before
heading to the boss’s office around the bend. It was Neeta and Reggie, the assistant manager.
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“Hey guys, what’s up?”
“We just wanted to ask you about this,” Neeta said, sliding over a sheet of paper to me. I
flipped it over and it was one of the proofs I had sent over. An earlier version, not a most
corrected version I thought I had sent over.
“That’s one of our proofs. I thought I had sent this over to be reviewed.”
“Well, Jay did the edits, and there are far too many.”
“He must have received the wrong file. I can send you the updated one.”
“There is no need, I think your head is not in the game right now.”
“It is, look, there’s been some stresses at home, but that wasn’t going to get sent to the
client without your approval.”
“Be that as it may, these are a lot of minor edits that you should have caught months ago,
so we’re going to proceed with termination.”
The word hit me like a blow to the stomach, I visibly winced, shook my head. I
stammered a response. First thing that came to mind besides “WHAT THE FUCK?”
“Maybe if you give me a week suspension, you can find that I really want to work here.”
“Tell you what, I will circle back with you on that but for now we are going to proceed
with termination. Can you hand over your keys to the office?”
I felt numb as I unhooked the keys from my keychain and placed them on the desk.
“Well…thank you for your time, I guess,” I said.
I walked out of their office and made my way to the front lobby, where Jay was sitting,
reading a book on his lunch break. He looked up when he saw me.
“Hey, what’s wrong?”
“Well, I’m done here, officially. I feel blindsided.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said. “But you know, maybe if you had prayed a little more for
guidance you could have found yourself on the right path. I was just trying to help”
I looked up at him.
“You’re the world’s biggest asshole. I hope that you can sleep easy after this.”
I shouldered past him and into my car. I managed to drive half-way to my apartment
before pulling over on a side street and breaking down in tears.
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A week later, I met up with Nick for coffee, part of it was to get the stuff I had left behind
and get some sort of closure, something to quiet down the noise that had now become
unbearable. Nick looked the same, yet at the same time different, something about being the first
time broken free from the bond of coworker to coworker. I spotted him first and sat down in
front of him.
“Hey Nick,”
“Hey Veronica, how are you holding up?”
“As well as I can. Neeta never emailed, but, not much else I can expect from her. Did I
tell you what Jay said?”
“Something about prayer?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry, Veronica. I had no idea it was coming. You left your headset there and a few
books, by the way.”
“Oh, I was wondering where I had put that one,” I said, picking up a long-forgotten
paperback. “How’s everyone back there? The good people, anyway?”
“Robbie was beyond pissed. I’m surprised she didn’t start throwing things around.”
“So I guess there’s no chance of me coming back, huh?”
“Probably not, and listen, just between you and me, Neeta said she would consider
bringing you back in as a freelancer, but only if the majority of the staff wanted to cut their hours
and give them to you.”
“WHAT? That’s so not fair. I wouldn’t want any of you to do that.”
“I know you wouldn’t, but, look, dick as he may be, Jay might have had some sort of
point.”
I stood up to leave.
“No, wait, hear me out. Not the prayer thing, maybe you could get some help for the
ADD.”
“I’m fine, thank you.”
“At least consider it.”
“No. Thank you for your concern,” I said, before turning on my heel and leaving
Starbucks.
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But maybe they were right.
Maybe I could quiet down the noise with that.

When I wake up, there’s a castle on the horizon. The skies are clear, and I’m on
horseback. I’m getting near the town of Naltza. Panfilo is getting tired. I know I have to sleep
soon. The weight of the armor is heavy on me, stifling and itchy in this summer heat. I can’t even
scratch it, that’s not lady-like. But oh my god, it’s so heavy. I feel I’m struggling. I feel like I’m
bleeding somewhere. Could it be fatal? I don’t know. I am thirsty. I am tired. Maybe it’s time to
stop and get some rest. I slide off the horse and take him by the reins as I near the town. I feel the
armor heavier on me now, stifling and itchy, and I can’t scratch it. Ladies don’t scratch like that.
No matter how heavy it is. I draw my breath and edge my horse forward, each step more
laborious than the last. I’m getting tired. I see an inn in the distance. Maybe I can stop and get
some help, just maybe…
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